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It is not the consciousness of men that determines 

their existence but their social existence that 

determines their consciousness.

—Karl Marx, A Contribution to the Critique 

of Political Economy
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For Arabic terms, names, and expressions that appear relatively rarely 
in everyday English writing, I have applied a standard method for trans-
literation: the letter ‘ayn is designated by [‘]; the letter hamza is desig-
nated by [’]; I omit diacritics.

For Arabic terms that appear in the Oxford Dictionary of U.S. English 
(online edition, 2010), I employ the Oxford spelling (e.g., Quran, sharia, 
Hadith).

For Arabic terms, names, and expressions that appear frequently in 
English-language academic and journalistic literature, I apply one ren-
dering consistently. For example, an organization known as “The Islamic 
Center” is rendered as “al-Mujamma al-Islami” (i.e., not al-Mujamma‘ 
al-Islami). For persons whose names have more than one English-writing 
format (e.g., al-Gannuchi, al-Gannushi, al-Gannouchi), I apply one com-
mon format consistently.

When quoting an outside source, I spell Arabic words as they appear 
in the source.

A NOTE ON LANGUAGE AND TRANSLITERATION
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The voices of those from the Middle East . . . [are] 
telling us that they do not recognize themselves in the 
image we have formed of them . . . Western scholars 

look on the world they study as passive or lifeless, inca-
pable of creating a self-image which will compel them 

to change the image which they have inherited.
—Albert Hourani1

On a warm, sunny day in the spring of 1999, I was touring an Islamic 
kindergarten in the Gaza Strip with my friend Ramadan, who would 
sometimes translate for me. After viewing a class in session, we were es-
corted into the school courtyard, a large, clean space that was serenely, yet 
surprisingly, silent. As we stood in this empty expanse, a bell rang. Within 
seconds, scores of children poured into the vast silence, filling it with 
laughter and play, their joy utterly infectious. The teachers, all women, 
also laughed at the children’s apparent insuppressible excitement.

Our guide, the school director, invited us back inside to continue the 
conversation. He led us into a room where three men and a woman were 
sitting at a long rectangular table. “This is our board of directors, and 
they would like to speak with you.” I was surprised and delighted, be-
cause I did not expect to have such easy access. With Ramadan trans-
lating, I began by thanking them for this unexpected opportunity. The 
exchange that followed proved to be a critically important experience in 
my research on Hamas and the Islamic movement.

The conversation turned to the school’s operations, curriculum and 
pedagogy, teachers and their backgrounds, and from there branched out 
to the local community, the demographic composition of the student 
body, and family life in Gaza. As we talked, a young woman knocked 
at the door. She was a student’s mother searching for someone, and she 
abashedly apologized for intruding. Instead of sending her away, one 
board member, Dr. Ahmad,2 invited her to enter and join the discussion.

Pointing to me, Dr. Ahmad addressed the young mother and said, 
“This is Doctora Sara from America. She is here to learn about our 
school and what we teach our children. Would you be willing to answer 
some of her questions?” In an instant, this young, soft-spoken wisp of 

PROLOGUE
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a girl transformed into a self-possessed powerhouse of a woman, and it 
stunned me.

Although she was speaking before the board, she did not seem at all 
intimidated. She described the school’s many strengths. I then asked her 
to address its weaknesses. Unhesitatingly, she took my question as an op-
portunity to voice her concern: “I would like more help with taking care 
of my children after school; I mean programs after school that would 
keep them busy in more creative ways, and [provide] more ways for me 
as a parent to be involved with the school.” Concerned that I might have 
somehow compromised her by my question, I looked at the board mem-
bers to gauge their reaction. All but one were smiling. They thanked her, 
and she then excused herself and left with a certain confidence she had 
not visibly possessed when she entered.

“In America, people think that Palestinians are terrorists and that we 
are backward, that we prefer the gun to the computer,” said Dr. Ahmad. 
“We as a people have always valued education, like the Jews, and like 
your people, Doctora Sara. You are a Christian?” The question was asked 
more as a formality that aimed to restate the obvious than as an inquiry. 
Suddenly, the conundrum I had assiduously and, for the most part, suc-
cessfully avoided in my research with the Islamic community confronted 
me without escape: Do I admit I am Jewish and possibly risk my ability 
to work with that community—or do I lie?

Understandably, most Palestinians assume that the (non-Israeli) for-
eigners among them are Christian, for what Jew would want to befriend 
Palestinians or live in Gaza, let alone learn about the Islamic movement? 
Before the first Palestinian uprising in 1987, one of the first questions I 
was inevitably asked in Gaza was, are you a Christian? I always told the 
truth. When people learned I was Jewish, there was concern, curiosity, 
and some suspicion, but rarely, if ever, hostility. Once I explained why 
I was in Gaza—to learn about Palestinians and their lives—and gained 
their trust, which surprisingly did not take very long, my being Jewish 
became invaluable.3 In fact, it opened many doors that usually remained 
shut to outsiders. However, as the occupation grew increasingly repres-
sive, beginning with the first Intifada (or uprising), the question of my 
religious and ethnic background was never again raised, not once. The 
answer was simply too inconceivable.

Turning to Dr. Ahmad, who had so gently asked the question, I an-
swered, “I am not Christian, I am Jewish.” The room instantly fell silent. 
The board members were clearly surprised, even shocked. Ramadan (who 
himself was not an Islamist but a member of the main nationalist secular 
movement, Fatah) turned to me and asked incredulously, “You are Jew-
ish?!” Tension rose, and the air in the room became thick and stagnant.
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I had imagined this moment many times—how I might respond, how 
others might respond to me, and what I would do if the situation became 
difficult or hostile. What followed, however, was altogether unexpected. 
I began: “I understand why you are surprised. But you should know that 
within the Jewish community there are many people who oppose Israel’s 
occupation and who support the right of Palestinians to live in their own 
state as free people. Many Jews in Israel, in America, and elsewhere speak 
out against Israeli policies in Gaza and the West Bank. Jews are not all 
the same, just as Palestinians and Muslims are not all the same. I am here 
doing this work not only as a scholar and researcher but as a Jew, as an 
American, and as a human being. I want to learn more than I have been 
taught and I am hoping you will help me. That is why I am here.”

After a moment, Dr. Ahmad quietly asked, “What are you hoping to 
learn and leave here with?”

“Knowledge. And perhaps a deeper understanding of your community, 
your lives, and what you are trying to achieve.”

“And how will you use what you have learned here?”
“I shall use it to educate others, or at least try.”
“Americans think all Palestinians are terrorists, especially those of us 

who are religious Muslims. We are not human beings to them, just people 
who kill Jews. Do you really think you can change that?”

“At a larger level, no, I cannot change that, but at an individual or 
community level, perhaps I can. What I have always tried to do through 
my work is give others a different way of understanding this conflict, to 
challenge the ways of thinking that have been created for us.”

I could feel the tension abating and myself relaxing. The one woman 
on the board, Um Mohammad, then asked me, “Doctora Sara, do you 
have children?”

“Yes, I have one child, a little girl. Her name is Annie.”
“When you look at your child, what do you feel?” I looked at Um 

Mohammad and hesitated.
“I feel indescribable love and joy,” I answered.
“Can you imagine that it is different for a Palestinian mother?”
“No, Um Mohammad, I cannot.”
“This is what you must teach others. That we are no different than you.”
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION: STRUCTURE, ARGUMENTS, AND

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The Islamic Resistance Movement or Hamas was established at the 
beginning of the first Palestinian uprising, which began in December 1987. 
As the representative of political Islam in Palestine, Hamas has had a long 
and contentious and, in its own way, remarkable trajectory. Typically, 
Hamas is misportrayed as an insular, one-dimensional entity dedicated 
solely to violence and to the destruction of the Jewish state. It has largely, 
if not entirely, been defined in terms of its terrorist attacks against Israel. 
Despite the existence of differentiated sectors within Hamas—social (in-
cluding a nascent economic sphere), political, and military—they are all 
regarded as parts of the same apparatus of terror.

After September 11, 2001, the U.S. government moved to operational-
ize this perception when it added Hamas to its list of terrorist organi-
zations on November 2, although President Clinton had already desig-
nated Hamas a foreign terrorist entity under Executive Order 12947 on 
January 23, 1995.1 A key component of this designation was the belief 
that Islamic social institutions were an integral part of Hamas’s terror-
ist infrastructure in Palestine. Both the U.S. government and U.S. media 
perceived the role of these institutions to be largely one of indoctrination 
and recruitment, as typified by this 1995 description in the New York 
Times: “[I]n the Israeli-occupied West Bank and in Palestinian-controlled 
Gaza, Hamas has another face. Hamas-run schools offer free classes and 
Hamas-run clinics charge as little as $1 for private visits to a doctor. . . . 
Hamas . . . uses schools . . . to spread the gospel about their jihad, or 
holy war, and to recruit young suicide bombers with the lure of martyr-
dom. . . .[ C]ritics contend that the distinction between Hamas terror and 
Hamas good works is dubious. Charity . . . helps raise the political stature 
of a group that promotes terror.”2

In the United States, the view that Islamic social institutions in Pales-
tine are inherently evil has only intensified over time, particularly in the 
post-9/11 moral and political milieu. This has led the U.S. government 
to wage a determined campaign against them, freezing the assets of U.S.-
based charities that had contributed to Hamas’s social organizations. 
Perhaps the most celebrated case is that of the Holy Land Foundation 
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for Relief and Development (HLF) based in Richardson, Texas. In 2001, 
President Bush said, “Money raised by the Holy Land Foundation is used 
by Hamas to support schools and indoctrinate children to grow up into 
suicide bombers. Money raised by the Holy Land Foundation is also used 
by Hamas to recruit suicide bombers and to support their families. . . . 
Our action today is another step in the war on terrorism.”3

In his testimony in the case against the HLF, Matthew Levitt, former 
deputy assistant secretary for intelligence and analysis at the U.S. Trea-
sury, further argued: “the social wing is the foundation for Hamas. It’s 
what supports its grassroots support. It’s what enables it to have political 
support. It carries on its back the military wing by providing day jobs, 
logistical and operational support and perhaps most importantly, financ-
ing.”4 More specifically, “The zakat [almsgiving] committees are Hamas’s 
most effective tool, period. They build grassroot[s] support for the orga-
nization. They create a sense of indebtedness among people who benefit 
from their support. Someone who doesn’t have very much and is able to 
get over the hump by the assistance of an Hamas charity welcomes the 
chance to do something back. So if they are asked to do a favor, they are 
happy to do so. It provides a logistical support mechanism to the terror-
ist wing. It provides jobs for militants and terrorist alike. It facilitates 
Hamas’s stature. They are more likely to get your vote if you are getting 
their financial support.”5

On August 7, 2007, the U.S. government blacklisted the al-Salah Is-
lamic Association, one of the largest Islamic charities in the Gaza Strip. 
Designated a “key support node for Hamas,”6 al-Salah had its bank ac-
counts frozen, which suggested a new U.S. strategy to target individual Is-
lamic institutions in the occupied territories. In fact, al-Salah was the first 
“Hamas-related charity” to be added to the U.S. government blacklist 
since August 2003, when the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) froze 
the association’s accounts (and “confirmed that al-Salah was a front for 
Hamas”7). The Department of Treasury accused al-Salah of employing “a 
number of Hamas military wing members.”8 Since 80 percent of the as-
sociation’s estimated $5 million budget came from external donors who 
relied on the banking system to transfer the funds, the freeze was devas-
tating. By 2007, the association was running schools and medical centers 
and supporting more than ten thousand children, many of whose families 
had become impoverished because of the Israeli and international eco-
nomic blockade of the Gaza Strip.

According to a senior Israeli official, the decision to target al-Salah was 
political and had originated with the Fatah government of Palestinian 
prime minister Fayyad, which sought ways to reduce financial support 
for the Islamic social welfare system9 (and thereby to reduce the influ-
ence of the Hamas party, which had democratically won the Palestinian 
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elections in 2006, toppling Fatah from decades of prominence within 
Palestinian politics). According to Fayyad’s information minister, Riyad 
al-Malki, the aim was not to compete with Hamas but rather to “set up a 
network of social security where we will be able to respond to the basic 
needs of families, to connect these families to the official system, and to 
prevent them from looking for alternatives from the Hamas network,” 
which U.S. officials referred to as “charitable backfill.”10

In December 2007 President Abbas, who along with the Fayyad gov-
ernment retained power in the West Bank despite the Hamas electoral 
victory, subsequently dissolved ninety-two Hamas-linked charity com-
mittees in the West Bank in retaliation for Hamas’s rejection of the An-
napolis Middle East peace conference. The Fayyad government claimed 
that Hamas “transformed the charity committees into financial empires 
to serve their political ends and activities” and announced that eleven 
new charity committees would replace those that were closed.11

On February 26, 2008, the Israeli government issued closure and con-
fiscation orders against the Islamic Charitable Society (ICS) in Hebron, 
a charity that had existed for more than forty years and which, at the 
time of closure, ran a variety of social service programs. According to 
the Christian Peacemaker Teams, furthermore, “Soldiers have welded 
shut the gates of the nearly completed $2,000,000 Al-Huda girls’ school, 
raided and looted bakeries that provided bread to the orphanages and 
on the first of May, raided the sewing workshop in the girls’ orphanage, 
carting away sewing and processing machines, fabric, finished garments 
and office equipment . . . all of which they brought to the city dump.”12

Clearly, the attack against Islamic social institutions was preplanned, 
coordinated, and multipronged. But what concerns about Hamas’s so-
cial infrastructure prompted the campaign in the first place? Three were 
paramount:

Financing: Monies raised for the benefit of Hamas’s social sector 
are illicitly transferred to the military wing to finance its infra-
structure and activities. As such, the argument goes, charitable 
and community-based institutions affiliated with Hamas are inti-
mately involved with the military and its terrorist activities, serv-
ing as a cover or screen for the military and nothing more.
Indoctrination: Social institutions are used, as President Bush 
stated, to indoctrinate—that is, incite violence and recruit poten-
tial militants from among charity beneficiaries, which is why, the 
argument contends, Hamas financially supports the families of 
suicide bombers.
Legitimacy: Even assuming an ideal separation of the social 
and military wings, “the mere existence of a network of social 
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welfare organizations affiliated with an organization that delib-
erately targets civilians is considered unacceptable. It legitimizes 
an organization that resorts to patently illegal acts . . . ultimately 
strengthens it and the ideology and practices it promotes.”13

This last point on legitimacy is the most damaging, because it assumes 
that the mere provision of needed social services swells the ranks of mili-
tant Islamic radicalism.14 Good works, therefore, are never truly benevo-
lent but merely a means to recruit, whether directly or indirectly, new 
supporters for Hamas’s wholly violent agenda. Seen this way, Islamic 
social institutions by definition pose both a political and a security di-
lemma: Like their political counterparts, they seek to dramatically and 
violently alter the status quo rather than to coexist within it.

These concerns are based on a number of implicit assumptions, three 
of which I will take on in this book:15

1. The recipient community is deeply integrated into the operations 
and management of Islamic associations (such that its members 
are able to be indoctrinated and recruited).

2. Islamic social institutions are somehow uniquely Islamic—a via-
ble and attractive Islamic model in action—and this distinguishes 
them from secular organizations.

3. The mere provision of (often) free social services and financial 
incentives and interaction with institutional members suffices to 
mobilize popular support for the Islamist agenda, whether violent 
or not.

While there can be no doubt that since its inception in 1987, Hamas 
has engaged in violence, armed struggle, and terrorism as the primary 
force behind the horrific suicide bombings inside Israel, it is also a broad-
based movement that has evolved into an increasingly complex, varied, 
and sophisticated organization engaged in a variety of societal activities 
vital to Palestinian life. Hamas’s evolution has been most dramatic with 
regard to its ideology, organizational structure, role in Palestinian society, 
and perceived goals—its limitations notwithstanding. This study seeks to 
challenge the conventional frame of reference that defines Hamas only 
as a terrorist organization. Here, I pursue a more nuanced view of Pales-
tinian Islamism that deliberately seeks to reinterpret its dynamics, chal-
lenging the accepted assumption that all Islamic institutions are parts of 
a larger terrorist infrastructure and that the people who use them are 
passive victims of religious fanaticism joined in a desire to inflict harm.16

Years before the Bush administration targeted Hamas, I had become 
interested in the role and operations of Islamic social and economic insti-
tutions in the Gaza Strip (and to a lesser extent the West Bank), and I had 
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undertaken field research study on the subject. My research, which grew 
out of the fieldwork I had been doing since the 1980s on the economy of 
Gaza,17 asked whether the dominant and essentialist view of Hamas and 
the Islamist movement in Palestine—a view that precludes the existence 
of a nonviolent Islamism and is based on the assumption that Islamist 
politics (i.e., the failure to separate religion and politics) invariably leads 
to violence and little else—was justified.

My examination of Hamas focused on its social dimensions and, to 
the extent possible, on the relationship between its social and political 
sectors, primarily in the Gaza Strip, where the Islamist movement in 
Palestine is most concentrated. The underlying thrust of all my research 
in Gaza and the West Bank has always been toward society—women, 
children, men, families, neighborhoods, communities—and occupation’s 
destructive impact on them, an area that has never received adequate at-
tention. Given Hamas’s increasingly important role as a socioeconomic 
actor, it was inevitable that I would come into direct contact with it in 
the course of my earlier fieldwork in Gaza, which I finally did in the 
early days of the Oslo period. In 1995, for example, I observed the Is-
lamist focus on working with Palestinian youth. Unlike the PNA, which 
sought to absorb young men into the security apparatus as a source of 
employment and identity, the Islamist approach stressed creating a reli-
gious and cultural framework for community development within which 
young people could participate and find meaningful identity, belonging, 
and connection.

The resulting sense of personal identification emerged from civic work 
and community involvement, not from political power plays or bureau-
cratic positioning. Perhaps this explains why the Islamic movement gen-
erally and Hamas in particular have always been able to inspire high lev-
els of volunteerism, despite the widespread societal impoverishment and 
economic decline within which it grew. As such, Islamic institutions were 
not generating employment but creating a space where gradualism was 
possible and accountability and trust were perceived to be high. Islamic 
institutions provided islands of normality and stability in a sociopoliti-
cal context of chaos, dislocation, and pain. Furthermore, because they 
worked at the grassroots level, where they were able to build personal 
and communal ties based on religio-cultural identification, Islamic insti-
tutions were creating, in effect, a cultural private sector that felt famil-
iar and safe to Palestinians in an otherwise rapidly evolving, confusing, 
and oppressive environment.18 This need among Palestinians for purpose, 
trust, and solidarity has only grown over the years, and the Islamic re-
sponse and the way people understand and identify with it should not be 
underestimated.
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Institution building in the face of widespread systemic oppression was 
a critical function of the Islamic movement in Palestine in general, and 
Hamas in particular, during the Oslo period. This is little known. That 
the oppression was both external (Israel) and internal (the Palestinian 
National Authority) was also crucial to the movement’s success (and to 
its failures, which are also examined). Perhaps most interesting at this 
time were the ways in which Islamic organizations, particularly those as-
sociated with Hamas (the majority), increasingly positioned themselves 
to play a mediatory role in society, a function historically reserved for the 
secular political faction, which was then disappearing as a distinct politi-
cal institution under the pressures imposed by the PNA. Hamas’s ability 
to mediate social disputes evolved during the Oslo period but was re-
stricted largely to the social sphere. Unlike Hizballah in Lebanon, Hamas 
did not mediate political or military disputes. In fact, it took part in them. 
It was from the social sphere primarily—not the ideological one—that 
Hamas derived its legitimacy and constructed a broad popular base. Over 
a decade later, that base gave Hamas its stunning electoral victory.19

Given the dramatic decline in Palestinian economic and social con-
ditions during the Oslo period, I began to ask how vital Islamic social 
institutions were to community development and economic well-being 
and, possibly, to internal stability and political order. I probed many 
questions, few of which have previously been examined in the Palestin-
ian case, although they have in other regional contexts (see “Conceptual 
Framework,” below).20 In order to explore these questions in some depth, 
I spent as much time as I could inside Islamic social and economic institu-
tions in Gaza, making multiple field trips over a period spanning 1995 
to 2000 although the most intensive period of fieldwork occurred during 
the spring and summer of 1999.21

Time Frame of the Study

While this study takes a broad look at the evolution of Islamism in gen-
eral and Hamas in particular in Palestine, the findings from the field re-
search focus on what I refer to as the Oslo period—that brief era of 
hope that began in September 1993 with the signing of the first Oslo 
Accord between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO)
and ended abruptly in September 2000 with the outbreak of the al-Aqsa, 
or second, Palestinian Intifada, or uprising. Many analysts view the first 
Intifada (1987 to 1993) as a critical period in Hamas’s history, because it 
was during that period that the organization—the political and military 
embodiment of the Muslim Brotherhood in Palestine—was born and in-
stitutionalized. While this is certainly true, I believe that the first Intifada 
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was critical for Hamas for another, ultimately more important reason: It 
localized and consolidated Hamas’s control over the Islamic social sector 
and provided the foundation for the emergence of new social institutions, 
which the Islamists were better positioned, and in some cases uniquely 
poised, to support. This strengthened Hamas’s presence and legitimacy 
at the grassroots level (and with certain international organizations and 
NGOs working in the occupied territories) and subsequently earned (or 
gained) it entry into new areas of socioeconomic activity during the Oslo 
period that followed. This access proved crucial to Hamas’s political sur-
vival at a time of extreme repression and weakness.

The Oslo period also was a critical time in the evolution of Islamic so-
cial institutions because it was then that a formal political institution was 
established—the Palestinian National Authority—that transformed the 
political environment and Hamas’s position within it and consequently 
expanded the role and purpose of Islamic associations in Gaza and the 
West Bank, altering the relationship between the Islamist political and so-
cial sectors. It was during this period especially that Hamas demonstrated 
its capacity for change and moderation. It was also a time when the Is-
lamist social sector played an important role not only within society but 
within the Islamist movement as well. As such, the Oslo period was argu-
ably far more defining for Hamas as a political and social organization 
than any other historical period except 2006, when it won the Palestinian 
legislative elections and assumed control of the government, and 2007, 
when it violently assumed control of Gaza.

The Oslo period is pivotal for understanding the Palestinian Islamist 
movement in its social and political dimensions because it was, without 
question, a discrete and unique period of time in which critical and dra-
matic changes were occurring within the movement overall and within 
Hamas specifically. It was also a time, albeit limited, of relative openness 
that I was extremely fortunate to access and study. The changes I describe 
remain largely unseen and underresearched. Moreover, they contradict 
conventional wisdom, which has consistently viewed the Palestinian Is-
lamic movement and Palestinian Islamism as singularly destructive and 
immutable forces. Fundamentally, these changes illustrate Hamas’s ca-
pacity for moderation, accommodation, and transformation, as well as 
the limitations and constraints that have consistently plagued it.

Scope of the Study

Over the course of my fieldwork, I researched a broad range of Islamic 
social organizations in Palestine—primarily in Gaza but also in the West 
Bank. I also surveyed some economic and political institutions. Some 
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institutions made themselves more open and accessible to me than oth-
ers, while others remained completely closed. My research included 
those institutions with some form of affiliation to Hamas—the presumed
majority—and those that claimed none at all—the presumed minority—
(a claim that was difficult, in the final analysis, to substantiate). I in-
clude both categories and refer to them collectively (perhaps unfairly) 
as Hamas social institutions because I aim to convey some sense of the 
breadth and depth of the social institutional universe and the nature of 
Hamas’s role therein.

 Social institutions that I surveyed included charitable societies, schools, 
community outreach programs, libraries, research centers, orphanage 
programs, day care centers, women’s centers, youth centers, homes for 
the elderly, specialized care centers, health clinics, summer camps, Islamic 
committees in the refugee camps of the Gaza Strip, and zakat commit-
tees. I spoke with a diverse range of people involved in these institutions, 
including officials, staff, and clients, and observed some of their internal 
operations firsthand.

Economic institutions I visited included investment companies, banks, 
retail businesses, factories, and private entrepreneurs. (The Islamic eco-
nomic sector was never as clearly delineated or defined as the social sec-
tor, which created many difficulties that are discussed in chapter 5.)

I also spent time in Islamic political organizations. For this, I spoke with 
officials, members, and supporters of Hamas and Islamic Jihad, many of 
whom were very willing to meet with me while others were not. Some of 
the officials and residents with whom I spent time have been killed. Of 
those still living, not all remain within the Islamic movement. Over the 
course of my inquiry, I encountered various problems. Many, with time, 
were surmounted; others never were. They are described throughout this 
work, for they clearly informed my analysis.

A Note on Terminology

Throughout this study I use a variety of terms: Islamic movement, Is-
lamist movement, Hamas social institutions, and Islamic social (and eco-
nomic) institutions. These terms can be confusing and therefore require 
definition.

Technically, there is an analytical difference between the “Islamic 
movement” and the “Islamist movement” in Palestine. The Islamic 
movement refers not only to its political sector in which Hamas predom-
inates (but which also includes other Islamic political factions such as 
the Islamic Jihad) but also to the social, economic, cultural, and religious 
sectors of the movement, which may or may not have direct links to the 
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political. Hence, the use of the adjective “Islamic” does not automati-
cally imply or assume any political affiliation. The Islamist movement
refers only to the Islamic political and military sectors in Palestine and is 
meant as a form of political identification and affiliation. However, since 
Hamas has long defined and shaped the Islamic movement in Palestine, 
I use the term “Islamist” to refer to all its sectoral parts, not just the 
political or military.

Hence, in my examination of the Islamic social sector, I refer to “Is-
lamic social institutions” and “Hamas (or Islamist) social institutions” 
interchangeably. Conceptually, I use the terms interchangeably for two 
reasons: because from what I could determine, the majority of Islamic 
social institutions in Gaza fall within Hamas’s domain in some form; and 
because the work of the Islamic social sector as a whole has directly and 
indirectly benefited Hamas politically. But I acknowledge a problem with 
this usage: It assumes—as many observers have argued—that all who 
establish, direct, work, participate, support, and benefit from Islamic in-
stitutions, be they aligned or unaligned, are politically motivated Islamic 
activists. However, my research shows that most arguably are not.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework used in this study goes beyond standard ap-
proaches to the study of Islamist movements (including Hamas), which 
often employ social movement theory or democracy and Islam as their 
conceptual paradigms. While this study certainly draws from these criti-
cal frameworks, it extends them by reframing the approach to include 
the notion of civism (and civil sentiment) in Islamic and Islamist thought 
and practice. Civism is here defined as support for, commitment to, and 
strengthening of an organized society, economy, and polity with atten-
tion to the following features: ahli institutions, community life, order 
and stability, law, accepted social usages, individual and collective rights, 
the public good, productive relations with the “state,” and so forth. As 
such, the conceptual framework examines the concept of social agency in 
Islamic/ist thought and how Islamists conceive of civil society (including 
the central role of the Islamic faith in generating civil sentiment) in an 
attempt to try to understand Palestinian Islamism from within its own 
framework—to understand Islamists as they understand themselves.

In its early years, Hamas had a clear frame of reference: Palestine is 
Arab, Islamic land that fell to colonial control with the demise of the Ot-
toman Empire. Hamas viewed the establishment of the state of Israel as 
a way to perpetuate colonial authority over the Muslim homeland and 
therefore as illegitimate. As victims of colonialism, according to Hamas, 
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Palestinians had the right to struggle to regain their homeland and free-
dom. The Hamas Charter, which is undeniably racist and anti-Jewish, 
articulates Hamas’s reference point. A clear set of objectives was also set 
forth, but the accompanying discourse was sometimes confused, in part 
because it derived from the need to fight the occupation and compete 
with secular political trends within Palestinian society.

More than two decades after its establishment, Hamas has matured 
and grown in size and popularity. While its frame of reference and objec-
tives remain unchanged, its political discourse has become refined and 
streamlined particularly with regard to (1) relations with local groups, 
political factions, and other religious communities and nations; (2) re-
solving the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and political compromise with the 
state of Israel; and (3) the nature of the political system it envisages for 
a Palestine free of occupation.22 Since Hamas’s victory in the January 
2006 legislative elections, there has been a further evolution in its politi-
cal thinking—as evidenced in some of its key political documents—char-
acterized by a strong emphasis on state building and programmatic work, 
greater refinement with regard to its position on a two-state solution 
and the role of resistance, and a progressive de-emphasis on religion.23 In 
a May 2009 interview with the Hamas chief, Khaled Meshal, the New
York Times described Hamas’s willingness to accept a two-state solution 
with Israel along the 1967 borders.24 Commenting on the Hamas Charter 
and a Palestinian state, Meshal stated: “The most important thing is what 
Hamas is doing and the policies it is adopting today. . . . Hamas has ac-
cepted the national reconciliation document. It has accepted a Palestinian 
state on the 1967 borders including East Jerusalem, dismantling settle-
ments, and the right of return based on a long term truce. Hamas has 
represented a clear political program through a unity government. This 
is Hamas’s program regardless of the historic documents. Hamas has of-
fered a vision. Therefore, it’s not logical for the international community 
to get stuck on sentences written 20 years ago.”25

A good deal has been written about Hamas and the Islamist move-
ment in the last few years.26 Although these studies (among others) collec-
tively and individually provide important analyses of Hamas and Islamist 
politics in Palestine and the moderating dynamics within them, they do 
not systematically explore the more pragmatic and constructive role of 
Hamas as seen in its social institutional work.

Furthermore, while the disciplines of Middle East studies and political 
science, for example, have considered such issues as the positive and neg-
ative roles of Islamist movements worldwide, the field of Islamic econom-
ics, and the nature of Islamic social and economic work in some Arab 
countries (e.g., Egypt, Jordan, Turkey, and Yemen), there has been little 
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if any substantive attention paid to the socioeconomic role of Islamists 
in the Palestinian context. In this regard, Khaled Hroub, one of the finest 
analysts of Hamas, writes, “Hamas’s concern with social issues found 
expression in the extensive infrastructure of charitable social services the 
movement established for the poor. . . . Subsequently, these social services 
became one of the most important sources of influence that Hamas had 
with broad strata of the public. Nevertheless, the literature on this sub-
ject, either by Hamas or others, remains meager.”27

My research, which forms the core of this book, attempts to fill this void 
by examining four broad lines of inquiry, each briefly described below.

The Islamic Social (and Economic) Sector

The Palestinian Islamist movement especially in Gaza is defined not only 
by political/military organizations such as Hamas but also by a range 
of social service institutions, many with a long history in the area. In 
the Gaza Strip, for example, Islamic institutional social activism is over 
six decades old and is varied and complex, with a tradition of commu-
nity development work that long predates the emergence of political and 
radical Islam. As such, the Islamist movement is not homogeneous but 
rather quite diverse, both in its constituency and in its institutional lead-
ership. Institutions also differ in their missions, objectives, philosophies, 
approaches, and achievements.

This study addresses the social components of the Islamist movement, 
the nature of Islamic socioeconomic work, and the impact of this work 
particularly on community development and stability. It also looks at 
certain institutions’ agendas and work methods, administration, clientele, 
and operational spheres. Some representative questions explored are

What types of organizations in Gaza and the West Bank were 
considered “Islamic” and in what ways were they Islamic? To 
what extent and in what ways were these institutions “Hamas”? 
Were these labels synonymous?
What work did Islamic social organizations actually perform, 
and what impact did it have on the community or on a collec-
tive (Islamic) identity? What were their key objectives, goals, and 
priorities?
How “extremist” were these social institutions, and were they 
directly linked to the instigation of violence?

The study examines the nature of Islamic social (and to a lesser ex-
tent, economic) work during the Oslo period, particularly with regard to 
its strengths and weaknesses, the possibilities created by the institutions 
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themselves, and the external constraints imposed. The actual, presumed, 
or desired social role of Islamist institutions is discussed against assump-
tions about the parallel role of the state or similar authority, and in the 
continued absence of such an authority as well.

As part of its examination of the social and economic sectors, this 
study takes a particular interest in the notion of change from below and 
working from the bottom up—the inclusion of women, minorities, and 
non-Muslims (nonbelievers); the role of (political and religious) ideology 
versus practice, and religion versus professionalism; the interrelationship 
between Islamist social institutions; and the nature of Islamic civism par-
ticularly as it regards the role of Islamist associations in strengthening 
or weakening state-society relations and in promoting or delimiting an 
ethos of civic engagement.

Interrelationships between the Social and Political Sectors

Very little of a systematic nature has been written on the Islamic social 
sector. Similarly, there have been few serious attempts to clarify the re-
lationship between the social and political spheres of the Islamic move-
ment, especially with regard to the work they do, the clientele they serve, 
or the beliefs they hold.

Toward this end, the book explores the ways in which Islamic politi-
cal institutions interact with and/or influence social institutions and vice 
versa; the nature of Islamic social and political mobilization in Palestine 
and the links, if any, between them; the changing nature of Islamically le-
gitimized action in the public and political spheres; and the slowly emerg-
ing secularization of religious discourse as a way of adapting to existing 
social and political realities. Attention also is directed to the nature of the 
ties that do exist between the social and political spheres, and an attempt 
is made to understand what those ties are and how they are operational-
ized. The military wing, which is highly decentralized, secretive, and au-
tonomous, and largely West Bank–based, is not included in this analysis.

The political meaning of Islamic social institutions in Palestine has long 
been a hotly debated topic. To reiterate, the commonly accepted belief 
is that Hamas has used its extensive social service network—mosques, 
schools, kindergartens, orphanages, hospitals, clinics, and sports and 
youth clubs—to further its primary political agenda, which is assumed to 
be the mobilization of beneficiaries into political action aimed at destroy-
ing Israel; it has also been assumed that Hamas has been successful in 
doing so.28 As such—and to paraphrase the former U.S. secretary of state 
Madeleine Albright—Islamic social institutions have long been perceived 
as a part of the “Islamist terrorist infrastructure.” The political intensity 
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with which this belief is held is matched only by the lack of research de-
voted to it. This study examines questions such as

Was the Islamic social sector in fact a social wing of an Islamic 
political movement (i.e., Islamic activists trying to reform society 
according to Islamic law and create an Islamic model for a state), 
or were these activists merely Muslims wishing to realize and live 
by Islamic social values?
What, if any, formal institutional links existed between Islamic 
social institutions and their political counterparts?
What was the basis for bringing institutions and clientele to-
gether? Was it enough to encourage sustained action in support 
of political or radical Islam (i.e., what was the relationship be-
tween Islamic social and political activism)? Were institutions 
and clients joined by their mutual support for Hamas or by 
shared interests that were expressed symbolically in a common 
Islamic idiom?
How important were ideological versus nonideological factors 
in influencing client communities? To what extent were Islamic 
social and economic institutions ideologized (i.e., what was the 
relationship between ideology and praxis)?

Critical Internal Processes of Change within the
Hamas Movement over the Past Fifteen Years

Hamas’s ability to reinterpret itself is a pronounced and common theme 
in this book. Different forms of accommodation, adaptation, and trans-
formation are examined within the political and social sectors of the Is-
lamic movement during the Oslo period especially and the second Inti-
fada. During the Oslo period, for example, the long-dominant political 
(and military) sector receded in favor of its social counterpart, represent-
ing a shift, albeit gradual, from an Islamic political movement to collec-
tive action in a Muslim society. This shift was in part characterized by a 
return to the gradual reform tradition and to the ethical-moral aspects 
of Islam, and by an approach that sought to “prepare the mind” through 
social activism. In this regard, this book examines the connections be-
tween competing (Islamic versus secular) visions of a Palestinian social 
and political order and competing definitions of legitimacy. The synergy 
between these competing forces has characterized the history and growth 
of Palestinian Islamism.

The book addresses the radicalization and de-radicalization (and de-
militarization) and reradicalization of the Islamists, the ways in which 
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these processes compare, contrast, and coexist, and the relationship be-
tween the Islamic social and political sectors. It also looks at why Hamas 
failed to persuade Palestinians to adopt political Islam as a national goal, 
its electoral victory notwithstanding.

The Characteristics of a Future Islamic Society and 
Body Politic in Palestine

The features of a future Islamic society and polity are vital to explore 
in light of several key factors both internal and external to the Palestin-
ian-Israeli conflict. To name just a few: the inclusion of Hamas in the 
Bush administration’s global war on terrorism; Israel’s 2005 disengage-
ment from Gaza and continued settlement expansion and building of the 
Separation Wall in the West Bank; the growing embrace of religion and 
use of Islamic idiom by Palestinian society generally and secular social 
and political organizations specifically, and the emerging Islamization of 
Palestinian society and politics, a trend with some precedent;29 Hamas’s 
electoral victory and control of the PNA followed by the imposition of 
international sanctions, which has crippled the economy with damaging 
social effects; the summer 2006 Lebanese-Israeli war in which Hizballah 
emerged the unofficial victor; and the June 2007 factional war between 
Fatah and Hamas that resulted in Hamas’s seizure of Gaza, the disband-
ing of the unity government, the establishment of a new emergency and 
subsequently institutionalized government in the West Bank that formal-
ized and concretized factional divisions into political practice; the June 
2007 intensification of the sanction regime imposed on the Hamas-led 
government one year before; and Israel’s three-week assault on Gaza that 
began on December 27, 2008.

Some Findings

Despite some negative experiences, the more time I spent inside Islamic 
institutions, the more I came to understand the contradiction between my 
firsthand experience of them and the impressions I was receiving from sec-
ular Palestinian friends and colleagues, let alone those of foreign analysts.

By the end of the 1990s I had observed that Islamic social service insti-
tutions and economic enterprises in the Gaza Strip and West Bank avoided 
radical change. Their behavior was less dogmatically “Islamic” than was 
often assumed. Rather, they seemed to advocate a more piecemeal, mod-
erate, and systematic approach toward change that valued order and sta-
bility, not disorder and instability. This approach was marked within Is-
lamic social organizations whose clientele consisted of people belonging 
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to very different social classes with a range of political outlooks who had 
no history of acting collectively in support of radical Islam. The mass 
base of the Islamic movement, as opposed to its political and military 
leadership, appeared neither ideological nor radical.

During the Oslo period especially, the strength of Hamas increasingly 
lay in the work of Islamic social institutions whose services, directly and 
indirectly, reached tens if not hundreds of thousands of Palestinians, help-
ing them to survive. They provided services that the Palestinian Authority 
was unable to provide adequately, if at all. This base supported Islamic 
institutions largely because they met basic needs for economic sustenance 
and community well-being with a focus on health and education, commu-
nity support, and service delivery. Islamic institutions were increasingly 
viewed as community actors in a context where few such actors existed. 
They sometimes went beyond their traditional social roles, engaging in 
more creative and innovative forms of community action. Hence, Islamic 
institutions did not emphasize political violence or substate terrorism but 
rather community well-being and civic restoration, a role that was (and 
remains) vital in a context of steady deterioration.

Indeed, given the steady socioeconomic deterioration that followed the 
implementation of the peace process, the balance of power between social 
and political Islam shifted even further in favor of the former, particularly 
at the grassroots level, where the majority of people interacted with the 
movement. This was a defining—and largely unrecognized—feature of 
the Oslo period. Islamic social institutions had, by the admission of the 
Hamas leadership itself (and despite clear structural limitations of their 
own), a greater capacity to mobilize people during the Oslo period than 
did their political counterparts.

Perhaps most importantly, it was not religious congregations that Is-
lamic social institutions were attempting to create but civic communities, 
despite the larger religious framework that inspired institutional pro-
grams. Indeed, during the Oslo period there was a clear and deeply com-
mitted attempt by the Hamas political leadership to stimulate a social, 
cultural, and moral renewal of the Muslim community in Palestine. This 
was not an ad hoc measure but a real, if unofficial, strategy of incremen-
tal reform. The Islamist goal of social reform through community devel-
opment was couched not only—or even primarily—in religious terms but 
in terms that were cultural and, at times, universal.

Organization of the Book

The book is divided into seven chapters. The first three provide the nec-
essary context and conceptual frameworks for understanding the data. 
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Chapter 1, “Introduction: Structure, Arguments, and Conceptual Frame-
work,” explains the origin of the study and introduces key research ques-
tions, arguments, and areas of analysis. Chapter 2, “A Brief History of 
Hamas and the Islamic Movement in Palestine,” provides background 
and a general context for examining Hamas’s specific role as social actor. 
Chapter 3, “Islamist Conceptions of Civil Society,” articulates a concep-
tual framework for ideas about Islamic civil society and explores the 
meaning of civil society to Islamists themselves.

The next three chapters present the main findings from my fieldwork. 
Chapter 4, “The Evolution of Islamist Social Institutions in the Gaza 
Strip: Before and during Oslo (a Sociopolitical History),” explores the 
evolution and role of Islamist social institutions in Gaza (and the West 
Bank), beginning with the reformist work and philosophy of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood and continuing through the first Intifada and the Oslo 
period. Emphasis is given to the primary role of the social sector (e.g., 
the Islamist institutions’ contribution to community development, order, 
stability, and civic engagement—what I define as civism); the political 
role and meaning, if any, of Islamist social work; and the impact of in-
stitutional work on grassroots development, community cohesion, and 
civism.

Chapter 5, “Islamist Social Institutions: Creating a Descriptive Con-
text,” introduces the reader to some of the major social and economic 
institutions that existed in the territories during the Oslo period—types, 
roles, services, target audiences served (clientele), organizational struc-
ture, legal status, and funding sources. Most importantly, it explores the 
social agenda that the Islamists had during the Oslo period and attempts 
to examine what constituted “Islamic authenticity” during that time and 
whether that aligns with the various widely held assumptions about 
Hamas and the Islamists.

Chapter 6, “Islamist Social Institutions: Key Analytical Findings,” ex-
plores the main outcomes of my research with regard to the work and im-
pact of the Islamist social sector, the nature of the Islamist social project, 
and the successes and failures of Islamist mobilization at the social level.

The last chapter considers the evolution of Hamas, its social institu-
tions, and the Israel-Palestine conflict generally in the post-Oslo period. 
Chapter 7, “A Changing Islamist Order? From Civic Empowerment to 
Civic Regression—the Second Intifada and Beyond,” assesses the political 
impact on the Islamist movement and its social institutions of the fol-
lowing: the second Intifada, Israel’s 2005 “disengagement” from Gaza, 
Hamas’s 2006 electoral victory, the subsequent international boycott of 
the Hamas-led government, and Hamas’s June 2007 military takeover of 
Gaza. Particular consideration is given to how the role of social institu-
tions changed after the second Intifada and after the 2006 elections.
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Finally, the postscript offers a brief commentary on the implications 
and repercussions from Israel’s 2008–2009 attack on Gaza, which oc-
curred while this book was being written, and on Gaza’s current situation.

A Note on Method

Having spent twenty-five years engaged in some form of research on the 
Gaza Strip and West Bank, I have always made it a priority to live among 
Palestinians and “walk in their shoes” to the extent that I was able and 
for as long as I could. My observations and interpretations over these two 
and a half decades provide the foundation for this book.

Hence, a central feature of this study is ethnographic. This book at-
tempts to render visible—often through visual description—the social 
institutions of Hamas, their interrelationships, and their role in creating 
a collective existence among Palestinians. Having spent time among Is-
lamic institutions and the people who run and use them, I want this book 
to give them voice. It is important for Palestinians to speak in their own 
words, not only through mine. As Augustus Richard Norton wrote in his 
two-volume study of civil society in the Middle East, “[s]cholarship on 
the Islamists . . . has been overly textual, too inclined to report the words 
of the ideologue and the spokesman, and insufficiently sociological, in 
terms of failing to look at the motives of those who lend their support to 
the Islamist movements.”30

Despite all that has been written about them, Palestinians remain little 
known to the world; Hamas and those people identified with it, arguably 
more so. To the extent possible, I try to provide a sociological profile 
of both those who run Islamist social institutions and those whom they 
serve—that is, the people who live and work outside and well below 
Hamas’s well-known circle of political and military leaders. My aim is to 
present a more dynamic depiction of Palestinian society, challenging the 
static and distorted one we typically get, allowing Palestinians to speak 
about Hamas, and from within it, about their everyday lives and what it 
means to be occupied and deprived. In presenting this more dynamic de-
piction, I tried to resist resorting to categories or dichotomies (although 
some are delineated for analytical purposes), since reality is always far 
more complex, differentiated, and irreducible than the stereotypes that 
are typically constructed for us. The imperative, as I see it, is to make 
more distinctions, not fewer.

In this book, therefore, I have tried not to speak for Palestinians but 
from them by incorporating into my analysis personal stories and ac-
counts in the voices of individual Palestinian men, women, and children 
who are part of the Islamist social sector. In so doing, I have attempted 
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“to apply,” as Loren Lybarger has written, “a disciplined scholarly per-
spective that resists ideology in the interest of truth—truth always condi-
tioned by the observer’s historical and social location, his [or her] relation 
to power, the accidents of his life course, and the choices for alignment 
that flow from prior political commitments, experiences, and values. This 
truth is a reflexive one—seeking understanding of the other and of the 
self.”31 While I might substitute “accuracy” for “truth,” the meaning is 
undeniably the same: rendering visible the complexities of Palestinian 
life and, in so doing, providing a more differentiated understanding of 
the forces that shape it. I do this while acknowledging that all interpreta-
tions can—and should—be challenged, recalling what Paul Ricoeur once 
wrote, “[n]either in literary criticism, nor in the social sciences, is there 
. . . a last word.”32
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF HAMAS AND THE ISLAMIC

MOVEMENT IN PALESTINE

I do not intend to provide a detailed history of Hamas, nor of the in-
dividual personalities within it. Others have already done this,1 and such 
a discussion is not this study’s focus. What follows, then, is an overview 
of key developments in the history of Hamas and the Palestinian Islamic 
movement that I feel are pertinent to the arguments presented in this book.

The Islamic Resistance Movement (Harakat al-Muqawama al-
Islamiyya) or Hamas (an Arabic acronym meaning “zeal”) was born with 
the first Palestinian uprising, or Intifada, in December 1987 (although 
the exact date of Hamas’s establishment is still debated). The birth of 
this organization represented the Palestinian embodiment of political 
Islam in the Middle East. Although Hamas itself is a relatively recent 
phenomenon, it is rooted in a decades-old history of Islamic activism that 
began with the establishment of the Muslim Brotherhood in Gaza City in 
1945. Hamas’s evolution and influence were primarily due to the nature 
of Hamas’s participation in that Intifada: the operations of its military 
wing, the work of its political leadership, and its social activities.

Since its inception and even after its 2006 electoral victory, there has 
been a great deal of debate regarding Hamas’s actual strength and politi-
cal power. Many have maintained that during the early years of its popu-
larity, between 1988 and 1994, Hamas became the main rival of the PLO 
and had the support of 40 percent to 50 percent of the Palestinian popu-
lation. In my view these assessments are too high, although it is correct to 
say that, as a political movement, Hamas’s importance during this period 
was real and derived from the fact that its public, largely grassroots sup-
port was often far greater than its membership base and organizational 
and institutional structure.

Hamas’s popularity in the late 1980s and early 1990s rose as Fatah’s 
declined. The same factor accounted for both: Hamas increasingly came 
to embody the condition of resistance, while Fatah increasingly failed 
to do so.2 Hence, Hamas’s appeal derived primarily from its nationalist 
rather than its religious orientation. Khaled Hroub further notes:

From another perspective, the “Islamism” of Hamas is a manifesta-
tion of the phenomenon of the strong rise of Islamic movements 
in the Arab and Islamic world since the late 1970s . . . just like the 
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leftism of many Palestinian resistance organizations in the 1960s and 
1970s [was] a reflection of international ideological trends sweep-
ing the Middle East. Thus, Palestinian nationalist movements in the 
twentieth century can be seen from two different aspects: first, as re-
sistance to occupation . . . ; and second, as manifestations of ideolo-
gies dominant in the Middle East region at the time . . . [which then] 
are pressed into service of “the resistance project,” thus establishing 
a dialectical link between resistance and social change.3

This dialectical link between resistance and social change in the evolu-
tion of Hamas and political Islam in Palestine lies at the core of this book.

The Muslim Brotherhood in Palestine and Its 
Ideological Transformation: 1945 to 1987

Hamas has its roots in the Society of Muslim Brothers (al-Ikhwan al-
Muslimun), also known as the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) or just “the 
Ikhwan.”4 The history of Hamas fundamentally starts with the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt and its concern with the Palestine problem. The 
Muslim Brotherhood was founded in Egypt in 1928 by Hassan al-Banna 
(1906 to 1949), a teacher who was deeply committed to the compre-
hensive reform of the umma (the community of Muslims, a social unit 
beyond the religious with a defined identity). He started the Brotherhood 
as an educational movement to redress what he saw as the corruption 
and decline of Egyptians, which resulted from what he viewed as their 
political, economic, and cultural subordination to the dominant colonial 
powers. He faulted not only the regime but also the traditional univer-
sity of al-Azhar, the center of Islamic teaching and scholarship, which he 
believed had failed, ultimately, to protect Islamic values from Western 
encroachment.5 Al-Banna’s long-term goals were to rid the Islamic home-
land of foreign occupation and to establish an Islamic state within the 
Islamic homeland.6

The importance of Palestine to the movement was demonstrated by a 
visit of al-Banna’s brother to the region in the early 1930s. By 1946 the 
MB had a central office in Jerusalem, formalizing its presence in Pales-
tine.7 The question of Palestine was the primary force behind the regional 
expansion of the Muslim Brotherhood, which participated politically in 
events surrounding the revolt of 1936 and the war of 1948. Before his 
death in 1935, Sheikh Izz ad-Din al-Qassam, an Ikhwan member after 
whom Hamas’s military brigades are named, organized violent resistance 
to Zionism. In fact, the political awareness and nationalistic spirit of the 
Brotherhood in the years before the 1948 war were so great that political 
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issues predominated over the organization’s traditional focus on social 
work and proselytizing. By 1949, the Brotherhood had established two 
thousand branches throughout Egypt with 500,000 active members and 
at least as many sympathizers.8

The loss of most of Palestine in 1948 and the placing of Palestinian 
territory under Jordanian and Egyptian control had a profound impact 
on the Brotherhood in Palestine, shaping its development in each terri-
tory and severing its links with the Arab world. In the West Bank, which 
Jordan annexed in 1950, the Brethren merged into the Jordanian branch 
of the Muslim Brotherhood. Through 1967 and after, the Muslim Broth-
erhood was a legal political party and acted as a loyal opposition to the 
Hashemite monarchy, given their shared commitment to social tradition-
alism and rejection of revolutionary Arab nationalism as personified in 
Egypt’s President Nasser.9 In fact, between 1948 and 1967, the Muslim 
Brotherhood was the only continuously legal political organization in 
the West Bank, tolerated by the regime as a possible counterweight to 
nationalist and leftist forces. Perhaps this was due to the fact that the 
Brotherhood folded its political activities into its social agenda of gradual 
Islamic reform, notably through education.

The Muslim Brotherhood in Gaza encountered a different reality and 
took a different trajectory than its counterpart in the West Bank. In Gaza, 
which was not annexed by Egypt, the Brethren formed a separate orga-
nization. Contact with their Egyptian counterparts effectively ended in 
December 1948 because the Egyptian government banned the organiza-
tion after it was involved in what appeared to be an attempted coup and 
following several attacks on Cairo’s Jewish community (although other 
sources maintain that some contact between the branches continued). 
From the beginning, the Gaza branch had a tradition of militancy and en-
gaged in clandestine political and military activities including participa-
tion in the 1948 war that aimed to end Israeli occupation. In fact, many 
studies argue that the MB became the primary political movement in 
Gaza until 1955.10

By contrast, its West Bank counterpart was forbidden by Jordan to 
engage in violent cross-border attacks against Israel and had no such 
tradition of militancy.11 One of the most important features of the Broth-
erhood’s history in Palestine occurred in the early 1950s when certain 
members of the Gazan branch organized two secret military organiza-
tions—Youth for Vengeance (Shabab al-Tha’ir) and the Battalion of Jus-
tice [Katibat al-Haq]—most of whose members later became key figures 
in Fatah and the PLO. Over the next few years, the Brotherhood became 
the most prominent political movement in the Gaza Strip. By 1954 the 
Brotherhood in Gaza had eleven branches and over one thousand mem-
bers, most them students from refugee camps.12
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In 1954 Gamal Abdel Nasser, the hugely popular president of Egypt, 
outlawed the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt (and Gaza), on the grounds 
that it had participated in a plot to assassinate him. The movement was 
forced underground, allowing it to gain experience in building decen-
tralized, militant, and secretive organizations.13 This greatly eroded the 
Brotherhood’s influence in Gaza, where Nasserism had wide appeal. Fur-
thermore, Nasser had encouraged the development of the Palestine Lib-
eration Army, the military wing of the PLO, and had established military 
training units throughout the Gaza Strip.14 Nationalism was the defining 
framework for armed struggle, not Islamism.

Under these circumstances the Brotherhood’s program of political con-
frontation and armed resistance was unworkable, and a new strategy 
was needed. In 1957 the leadership of the Gaza Brotherhood was invited 
by Khalil al-Wazir, more popularly known by his nom de guerre, Abu 
Jihad, to establish an organization close to what would soon become 
Fatah, which would be dedicated to liberating Palestine through armed 
struggle. The Brotherhood did not take his request seriously, but when 
Fatah was formally established in 1958, many Brethren joined. Two years 
later the mainstream Brotherhood in Gaza, fearing the continued loss 
of its membership to a number of new political organizations that had 
emerged in the Strip, adopted an official decision against Fatah and re-
fused to participate in the establishment of the PLO in 1964. Accord-
ing to Khaled Hroub, this decision was historically significant since it 
resulted in an unprecedented rift between the national Palestinian armed 
resistance movement and the Palestinian Islamists, a split that would only 
deepen over subsequent decades. Hence, between 1957 and “the early 
1980s, when the foundation for the 1987 emergence of Hamas was laid, 
the Brotherhood withdrew from the political-national effort to liberate 
the homeland.”15

The Brotherhood, instead, chose to focus on preparing the “liberation 
generation” through proselytizing and religious education. The objective, 
to quote an analyst of the movement, was to “launch a comprehensive 
effort at cultural renaissance designed to instill true Islam in the soul of 
the individual and, following that renaissance, to embark on the path of 
liberation.”16

The 1967 war did not alter the thinking of the Muslim Brothers but 
rather reinforced it. To them, the war represented an ideological competi-
tion between the Islamic and Arab nationalist positions. With Nasser’s 
defeat and the loss of more territory, the Brethren in Gaza especially re-
mained convinced that the loss of Palestine was God’s punishment for 
neglecting Islam, highlighting the importance of a preparatory religious 
education in the confrontation with Zionism.17 While not unhappy with 
Nasser’s defeat, they now faced the dilemmas posed by Israeli occupation.
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The contact that remained (if any) between the Egyptian and Gaza 
branches of the Brotherhood terminated after the war. The Gazan branch 
remained in the mosques as it were and did not participate in the growing 
trend toward armed struggle fostered by nationalist factions.18 Despite 
some interaction between the MB branches in Gaza and the West Bank 
during the late 1960s and 1970s, which was made possible by the fact 
that both territories were now under the same Israeli administration, the 
two branches remained quite distinct, reflecting “the inability within the 
movement to think or behave like a Palestinian-Islamic movement within 
an explicit arena of Palestinian politics.”19 The development of the main-
stream Brotherhood, and subsequently Hamas, was essentially a Gaza 
phenomenon.

Although Israel’s defeat of the Arab states in 1967 generated an Islamic 
resurgence in other contexts, it failed to do so in Palestine, where the 
secular nationalist forces led by the PLO were clearly predominant. It 
was nationalism rather than Islam that defined popular identity, at least 
during the first decade of occupation. This had a devastating impact on 
the Brotherhood, which was unable to articulate an effective response to 
the occupation, the loss of identity, and the loss and settlement of Pales-
tinian land.20 The movement curtailed many of its activities, recognizing a 
loss of community interest and support. It was put into a position where 
it had to rethink its public image and the nature of its message.21 The 
nationalist spirit of the time was reinforced by the fedayeen movement in 
the Gaza Strip and its strategy of armed struggle against Israeli occupa-
tion, which was eventually put down by Ariel Sharon in the summer and 
fall of 1971 after three years of fighting (which ultimately spurred the 
reemergence of the MB).

Unable to respond effectively to the new reality created by Israel’s oc-
cupation, the Islamic movement made a conscious decision not to engage 
with the nationalist movement and turned inward. Between 1967 and 
1975, for example, and fueled by rising oil wealth from Saudi Arabia 
and other Gulf states, the movement launched what came to be known 
as the period of mosque building, in which the number of mosques in 
Gaza tripled from 200 to 600 and nearly doubled in the West Bank from 
400 to 750.22 This was followed in the 1970s through the late 1980s by 
the phase of social institution building, which led to the formation of Is-
lamic student societies in high schools and universities (long the preserve 
of secular nationalist groups), youth organizations, charitable societies, 
kindergartens, medical clinics, and other institutions. In 1978 alone, three 
Islamic Sharia colleges were established in Gaza, Jerusalem, and Hebron, 
although some of the founders had no formal affiliation with the Muslim 
Brothers.23 This network of social institutions was largely based in the 
Islamic Center (al-Mujamma al-Islami) founded by Sheikh Ahmad Yassin 
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in 1973 in the Gaza Strip and legalized by the Israeli military administra-
tion in 1978 (see chapter 4).

The rise to power of Israel’s right-wing Likud party in 1977 further 
encouraged the Islamist movement for two reasons. First, despite its hos-
tility to Palestinians, the Likud’s messianic message, which framed the 
conflict in religious as well as nationalist terms, supported Islamist ap-
proaches. Second, beginning in the early 1980s, Israel (like many Arab 
states) initially pursued policies that aimed to bolster the Islamists over 
the secular nationalists by allowing the Muslim Brotherhood to organize 
and mobilize politically and socially.24 In fact, as late as 1986 the military 
governor of Gaza, General Segev, stated, “We extend some financial aid to 
Islamic groups via mosques and religious schools in order to help create a 
force that would stand against the leftist forces which support the PLO.”25

Political momentum for the Muslim Brotherhood increased with the 
1979 Islamic revolution in Iran and the subsequent spread of political 
Islam throughout the region, including Hizballah’s rise in Lebanon. In 
the early 1980s, however, the Brotherhood came under increasing criti-
cism from the nationalist camp for its passivity in confronting Israeli 
occupation, particularly in Palestinian universities, which deeply affected 
student activists within the Islamist bloc. In the early 1980s, the Islamic 
Jihad was formed in Gaza by leaders of the Brotherhood who left the 
mother organization because of its unwillingness to engage in armed re-
sistance with the Israeli occupation. Foremost among them were Sheikh 
Abd al-Aziz Awda and Fathi al-Shaqaqi, who argued that fighting the 
occupation and reforming society according to Islamic principles could 
occur simultaneously.26 The formation of the Islamic Jihad, coupled with 
its popularity and military successes, challenged the Brotherhood’s domi-
nant position within the Islamic community as well as its strategy toward 
Israel that emphasized internal social reform before external political ac-
tion. Increasingly at stake for the Brotherhood was the loss of political 
influence over the younger generation of activists.

The expulsion of the PLO from Lebanon in 1982 and the national-
ist crisis that attended it persuaded the Brotherhood that the PLO was 
politically and militarily defeated and gave rise to a change in strategy in 
which the Brotherhood saw itself as a potential political alternative. In 
1983 Sheikh Yassin established two paramilitary wings—al-Majd and al-
Mujahideen. The former was created as an intelligence unit responsible 
for surveillance and punishment of collaborators, and the latter was a 
commando unit charged with attacking Israeli military targets.27 In 1984 
Sheikh Yassin and other leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood were ar-
rested on charges of weapons possession and planning armed operations 
against Israel. Sheikh Yassin was given a thirteen-year sentence but was 
released in a prisoner exchange ten months later. It was clear that the 
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arrest of Brotherhood officials signaled a decision by the organizational 
leadership to engage in armed struggle with Israel. According to Ismail 
Abu Shanab, a cofounder of Hamas, “The period 1983 to 1987 marked 
the phase of direct preparation for resistance to the occupation, includ-
ing armed struggle. Sheikh Ahmad Yassin took the lead in this, and did 
so independently of the Muslim Brotherhood.”28 It is also important to 
note that, by the mid-1980s, the PLO had begun to recover from its 1982 
defeat and its influence among Palestinians was growing, at the expense 
of the Brethren’s. This was evident from the results of various elections 
in local professional associations in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, which 
PLO-affiliated groups won. This, too, weighed on the movement.

Based on the writings of the Brethren at the time, they had three objec-
tives: cadre formation and mobilization, passive resistance, and military 
action.29 The inclusion of armed resistance in their strategy indicated a 
radical shift in their ideology and practice, from reformism to milita-
rism.30 By the time the first Intifada erupted just a short while later, the 
constant tension between armed struggle and social reform had finally 
been resolved: both objectives could be achieved simultaneously. But 
with the formation of Hamas in December 1987, which eventually took 
over the institutions of the Muslim Brotherhood, political action and 
armed confrontation clearly became dominant, representing not a break 
with, but a reorganization of, the Brotherhood, which effectively was 
subsumed to Hamas. According to Mishal, “The transition to politics and 
armed struggle represented by Hamas was intended to complement, not 
replace, the social activities identified with the Mujamma.”31

Other analysts such as Jeroen Gunning argue that the conflict between 
social reform and political action was resolved through a compromise of 
sorts or what Glenn Robinson has termed “an internal coup.”32 Those 
Brothers who did not agree with the formation of Hamas could remain 
within the Brotherhood. Those who chose resistance first could join 
Hamas without having to renounce their Ikhwan membership. By cre-
ating a separate but affiliated political movement, the more absolutist 
and ideologically conservative older guard of Brothers (who tended to 
be urban, upper-middle-class merchants) who remained outside Hamas 
retreated in favor of a younger generation of new leaders (university edu-
cated, from the lower middle class, and based primarily in the refugee 
camps33), many of whom had been educated in the West or in Western-
type schools. As such, a door was opened to the entry of large numbers 
of activists who were not necessarily ideologically motivated in the same 
way or to the same degree as the founding leadership.34

In effect “Hamas . . . represented a shift of emphasis in the Islamic 
movement’s strategy, from reformist and communal to political, and 
from the spiritual life of the individual to national action.”35
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The First Intifada (1987 to 1993)

The context for the first Palestinian Intifada had been established over 
the preceding twenty years of occupation and the growing oppression, 
deprivation, and dispossession associated with it.36 The spark came on 
December 6, 1987, when an Israeli settler was killed in Gaza, followed 
two days later by another incident in which an Israeli truck killed four 
Palestinian bystanders. Demonstrations erupted in Gaza’s largest refugee 
camp, Jabalya, which was considered the start of the Intifada. On Decem-
ber 9, Yassin met with other members of the Brotherhood leadership in 
Gaza and founded Hamas. On December 11–12 and December 14–15, 
Hamas issued its first leaflet in Gaza and the West Bank respectively, call-
ing for the defeat of the occupier—a nationalist, not religious, agenda—
and many consider this the beginning of the organization, although it was 
not made official until late February 1988.

The first Palestinian Intifada dramatically altered the nature of Is-
lamic politics in Palestine. The gradual, reformist, and non-Palestinian 
approach of the Muslim Brotherhood ceded to an activist form of Islam 
that was Palestinian- and nationalist-centric but anchored in an Islamic 
perspective (however, some more traditional Muslim Brothers refused, 
arguing that Islamic reform was still more vital than resistance). The 
change resulted from a recognition that good works alone would no lon-
ger suffice to build popular support, although the leadership continued to 
emphasize social service as an important part of their political program. 
Good works now had to be tied to political and (eventually) violent resis-
tance to Israel’s occupation.

The social, political, and military structures created by the Brother-
hood were transferred to, and then to varying degrees reorganized under, 
Hamas. According to the late Ismail Abu Shanab, even greater numbers 
joined Hamas who had not been fully active or engaged MB members 
and therefore did not possess the requisite ideological understanding or 
commitment to the movement; others introduced new ideas (both Is-
lamist and non-Islamist) through their experiences abroad. Abu Shanab, 
who himself had received his PhD in the United States, argued that this 
mixture of individuals and perspectives contributed greatly to Hamas’s 
pragmatism and flexibility, allowing the movement to appeal to a wider 
popular constituency.37

It was during the first Palestinian Intifada that Hamas emerged as a 
political challenge to the PLO and most notably to its dominant party, 
Fatah. From the beginning, Hamas refused to join the nationalist move-
ment and publicly positioned itself as a political competitor: an activist 
Islamic organization that was the Palestinian embodiment of political 
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Islam, claiming to serve the goals of the Muslim Brotherhood, not those 
of the PLO. Sheikh Yassin argued that Hamas was primarily a political 
movement whose main goal was to secure the right of self-determination 
for Palestinians but within an Islamic framework. Yet this political com-
petition with the secularists in large part compelled Hamas to adopt a na-
tionalist discourse. Hamas defined itself as a wing of the Muslim Broth-
erhood in Palestine—a needed parallel to the PLO’s United National 
Leadership of the Uprising (UNLU)—and established a structure inde-
pendent of it. Hamas distributed its own leaflets, called its own strikes, 
and organized its own activities. I was living in Gaza during the second 
year of the Intifada (1988–1989), and although the thrust of political 
and social activity was clearly within the PLO’s domain, Hamas was a 
defined presence. How much popular support Hamas actually enjoyed 
at this time is impossible to verify, since hard indicators were few and of 
limited methodological value. However, Hamas did draw support from 
a variety of circles—refugees, the nonrefugee poor, the middle classes, 
and professionals—and its popular resonance was undeniable. Hamas 
was constantly competing with the UNLU over leadership, authority, 
and popular support, but it was some months before it enjoyed visible 
success.38

For well over a year after the Intifada started, Hamas—despite hav-
ing made clear inroads into the political arena—remained tainted by its 
early working relationship with the Israeli authorities and by policies that 
failed to engage the occupation meaningfully beyond issuing leaflets and 
communiqués that remained Islamic and vaguely antinationalist in ori-
entation.39 During these early days, Hamas “directed its followers to take 
only those actions that had religious overtones and thus would be easily 
understood as integral to Islamic ritual—such as fasting, praying, and 
exploiting dates of religious significance in order to escalate the Intifada 
under its leadership.”40 At the time it seemed that, for Hamas, defeat-
ing the secular nationalists was at least as important as ending the oc-
cupation. However, during the Intifada, this contradiction soon became 
unsustainable.

The Islamist profile increased, albeit negatively, with the November 
1988 decision by the Palestine National Council (PNC)—the legislative 
wing of the PLO—to formally accept a two-state solution based on the 
1947 UN Partition Plan and UN Security Council Resolutions 242 and 
338, declaring in effect its acceptance of a state in the West Bank and 
Gaza. Immediately following the PNC declaration, Arafat renounced ter-
rorism, formally accepted 242 and 338, and recognized the state of Israel, 
thereby meeting the U.S. government’s precondition for meeting with the 
PLO (heretofore banned), which had wide popular support. People cele-
brated by dancing in the streets, defying curfew (and thereby risking their 
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lives) as Israeli soldiers stood at a distance, watching in stunned disbelief. 
People believed that these concessions would finally lead to a state, albeit 
small, for which they were willing to settle. “I will never forget my home 
in Palestine; it will always be in my heart,” one Gazan told me. “But now, 
all I want is a factory and a flag.”

After the PNC acceptance of a two-state solution, Hamas rejected any 
initiative based on compromise with Israel, arguing, among other things, 
that no political settlement with Israel—seen by Hamas as a usurper—
was possible, since any concession would constitute a violation of Pales-
tine’s status as an Islamic endowment (waqf).41 Further, Hamas argued, 
the occupation must end as a precondition for any talks. Differences with 
the UNLU increased tensions. According to Mishal and Sela,” On the 
one hand, Hamas was not eager to aggravate its disagreements with the 
[UNLU] to the point of a head-on clash, as that would be counterproduc-
tive in the struggle against Israel. On the other hand, Hamas did not back 
away from a confrontation in the future should the [UNLU], together 
with the PLO, assent to a political settlement that jettisoned the principle 
of liberating all of Palestine.”42

Hamas, which three months before (August 1988) had issued its orga-
nizational charter—a maximalist and decidedly racist document—began 
a series of attacks against Israeli soldiers inside Israel, a campaign that 
did not appear to have the support of the Palestinian majority. Yet several 
months earlier, in March 1988, Mahmoud al-Zahar (with the apparent 
support of Sheikh Yassin), then a key Hamas member but not acting offi-
cially for the organization, had presented to Israel’s then foreign minister, 
Shimon Peres, a proposal that outlined both a short- and a long-term 
solution for the West Bank and Gaza. Representing a modification of 
Hamas’s official position, the proposal was rejected by Israel. (This was 
followed by an initiative in April 1994 by Hamas’s Political Bureau that 
dealt with the establishment of a Palestinian entity in the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip in addition to other proposals for a conditional cease-fire with 
Israel in 1995). Although in principle Hamas rejected a permanent settle-
ment of the conflict with Israel, they accepted a temporary settlement as 
a phase toward the realization of their larger goal.

Khaled Hroub states, “This is the first time in Hamas’s history that the 
movement provided a (non-historic) concept [of a solution] in the form 
of a proposal or an almost comprehensive solution.”43 In the two decades 
since, Hamas has continued to make clear its willingness to engage Israel 
in dialogue over an armistice and interim solution to the conflict (e.g., a 
full Israeli withdrawal from the occupied territories), demonstrating its 
pragmatism and flexibility, as well as its ability to adapt strategically and 
tactically to changing political circumstances.44
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In an interview with Zvi Sela, the chief intelligence officer of the Israel 
Prisons Service, Yassin’s political position is revealed. According to Sela,

We held him [Yassin] in Hadarim Prison [near Netanya] on the third 
floor in harsh conditions. We gave him a very hard time. He was 
not allowed visits and we kept him tightly locked up for almost five 
years. He was held in a narrow room where the temperature was 45 
degrees [Celsius] in the summer and freezing cold in the winter. His 
blankets were dirty and smelled. That’s how he lived. I found him to 
be a very smart man, and also very decent. We engaged in a war of 
minds. We knew that after every battle between us someone would 
die, either on my side or on his side.

 . . . I always told him, “Stop blowing up buses, stop murdering 
women and children.” He replied: “Tzvika, listen, we had good 
teachers. You established a state thanks to your military power. The 
dead I take from you are for the sake of establishing a state, but you 
are killing women and children for the sake of the occupation. You 
already have a state. You are dirty and hypocritical. I have no inter-
est in destroying you—all I want is a state.”

(Ha’aretz): So the father of the Hamas movement told you he rec-
ognized the State of Israel?

Yes. He was smart and brave. Cruel but credible. He gave his life 
in the war for the freedom of his people. I tend to think that if we 
had tried for an agreement with him, we would have succeeded. He 
thought the reason the Israelis were dealing with [then PLO leader] 
Yasser Arafat is that they were very smart, because we knew we 
would get nowhere with him.45

Although Israel maintained direct communications with Islamist offi-
cials for over a year after Hamas’s establishment, because Israeli officials 
continued to view it as a movement dedicated to social reform rather 
than political violence, this changed dramatically in mid-1989 following 
the kidnapping and killing of two Israeli soldiers in February and May. 
Immediately after the killings, Israel arrested hundreds of Hamas activ-
ists in Gaza and the West Bank as well as Sheikh Yassin (who was not 
released until 1997), al-Zahar, and other high-ranking officials, which 
seriously weakened the movement.46 By the end of the summer of 1989, 
Israel halted all meetings with Hamas and, by December, outlawed it. Is-
rael then began a campaign to eliminate Hamas through arrests, deporta-
tions, and assassinations.47 By May 1990 a nucleus of fighters was formed 
by Sheikh Yassin and Salah Shehada, the first military leader of Hamas.

With Yassin’s imprisonment and Israel’s elimination campaign, the or-
ganization was crippled at the senior leadership level, necessitating an 
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organizational structure that was more decentralized. The political, mili-
tary, and social sectors of the movement were, in effect, delineated at this 
time. The relationship between the political and military wings appeared 
most defined. Social institutions were more loosely affiliated with their 
political counterparts if at all; indeed, these kinds of connections were 
deliberately kept to a minimum in order to protect Islamic social organi-
zations from attack.48

A similar restructuring occurred in which political decision making and 
power over the movement’s financial resources shifted to the more radi-
cal, young, and technocratic leadership based outside Palestine (primarily 
in Amman, where the Muslim Brotherhood played a visible public role).49

The existence of dual leaderships not only created structural problems 
but also ideological ones, as the Oslo period revealed. The external lead-
ers, who did not have to deal with the reality of life under occupation, 
could afford to be more extreme in their vision of political Islam than the 
local leaders, who tended more toward moderation.

Another feature of the restructuring was the division of the West Bank 
into seven subdistricts and the Gaza Strip into five. Each territory had its 
own headquarters that included four divisions: security, religious preach-
ing (social), political activity, and military activities. Gaza and the West 
Bank were linked by a coordinating committee under the control of the 
senior leadership, which consisted of three major committees: political, 
military, and indoctrination.50 Military and civilian wings of the organi-
zation were now separated, a key change.

The August 1990 Gulf War began what is arguably another phase in 
Hamas’s political evolution, further solidifying Hamas as a political and 
resistance force. Although Yasir Arafat opposed the Iraqi occupation of 
Kuwait and advocated, as most Arab states did, that the Arab League 
resolve the dispute, he opposed the U.S. attack to dislodge Iraq from 
Kuwait. This alienated the Gulf states particularly, since the United States 
was not going to allow a diplomatic resolution of the conflict. Arafat’s 
decision to side, in effect, with Iraq against the Gulf states, who were key 
funders of the PLO, proved to be a political and economic disaster for the 
PLO, eroding its popular base of support over time. Hamas, by contrast, 
sought to protect its relationship with the Gulf and with its own con-
stituents. After condemning the presence of Western forces in the region, 
Hamas subsequently called on Iraq’s Saddam Hussein to withdraw from 
Kuwait, a position for which Hamas was rewarded.

There was considerable speculation that much or all of the monies 
earmarked for the PLO were being redirected to Hamas and its social 
sector. According to local sources at the time, from 1990 to 1993 Kuwait 
and Saudi Arabia contributed $30 million and Iran—a new donor—$13 
million.51 Through the zakat committees, Hamas was consistently able to 
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reach the poor who had formerly been subsidized by the PLO. In addition, 
Hamas allegedly received support from other Islamic movements abroad 
and informal donations from foreign supporters. Thus the Islamists’ fi-
nancial strength grew in both absolute and relative terms from the start 
of the Gulf War, and the organization was greatly appreciated and valued 
by widening sectors of society for providing welfare and social services 
in an increasingly depleted environment. Hamas, its leadership, and its 
institutions were also renowned for their honesty, decency, and incorrupt-
ibility not only by the Palestinian street but also by international officials, 
who sometimes relied on Hamas—and, I was told, only Hamas—for the 
grassroots distribution of donor funds.52 As political and economic com-
petition intensified, periodic disputes broke out between Hamas and the 
nationalist factions in Gaza and the West Bank.

Following the October 1990 massacre of seventeen Palestinians at the 
al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, Hamas’s official military organ, the Izz-
ad-Din al-Qassam Brigades,53 was formed. The Qassam Brigades staged 
a series of attacks against Israeli soldiers and settlers that was known as 
the “war of the knives.” Within months, the United States was calling for 
an international peace conference between Israelis and Palestinians—the 
first public negotiations between Israel and the Palestinians from the oc-
cupied territories. Some analysts argued that the American diplomatic 
initiative was, in part, a response to Hamas’s growing political and mili-
tary power and was an attempt to eclipse it.

The peace conference convened on October 31, 1991, in Madrid. 
Hamas rejected the conference (as did certain nationalist factions), lead-
ing to greater hostility with Israel and greater factional conflict—at times, 
violent—between Hamas and Fatah.54 These clashes (then still the excep-
tion) surprised and shocked the Palestinian public, who opposed them as 
they have since.

During the Madrid period (October 1991–August 1993), the peace 
process faltered for many reasons, including internal Palestinian divi-
sions and internecine conflict. The more pivotal reason was that Israel 
continued with its policies of settlement expansion, land expropriation, 
and economic pressure, the latter of which was markedly escalated by the 
introduction in March 1993 of closure policy (economic blockade) in the 
occupied territories, which diminished Palestinian life in new and funda-
mental ways. Hamas successfully capitalized on the obvious contradic-
tions between a diplomatic process allegedly designed to secure peace 
and on-the-ground policies that clearly undermined it. Hamas benefited 
not only by presenting itself as a counterhegemonic force and political 
and moral alternative to Fatah and its political failures, which included 
participation in the Madrid process—stating at times that its opposition 
to the PLO was democratic—but also by increasing attacks against the 



32 CHAPTER 2

Israeli military and Israeli civilians. Indeed, as its involvement in the In-
tifada deepened, Hamas became more militant. (Yet it is important to 
note that throughout the first Intifada and the Oslo period that followed, 
Fatah had significantly more institutional resources than Hamas did.)

During this time Hamas attempted to force the release of Sheikh Yas-
sin from prison by increasing its attacks against Israeli personnel. Israel 
responded by deporting 415 Islamist officials, activists, and supporters to 
southern Lebanon in December 1992, where they remained for one year. 
Palestinians in Gaza feared that this action heralded a larger Israeli policy 
of transfer that would affect them all. The expulsions, which generated 
intense attention and debate in the territories, represented another criti-
cal turning point in the political trajectory of the Islamic movement in 
general and of Hamas in particular.

First, the expulsion of hundreds of Hamas and Jihad activists was re-
garded as an act of severe repression against the Islamist movement spe-
cifically and against Palestinians generally, creating popular linkages that 
cemented the nationalist credentials of Hamas and repositioned it do-
mestically as a viable political alternative to the PLO. Second, the attack 
against the Islamists demanded a real response from the nationalist fac-
tions, notably Fatah, which now had to contend with Hamas—perhaps 
for the first time—as a serious and permanent political actor whose mili-
tary activity against Israel surpassed Fatah’s own. Third, while Hamas’s 
popularity widened as a result of the expulsions, Fatah’s was diminishing. 
The combined effect of the PLO’s financial crisis and the faltering peace 
talks so eroded Arafat’s popular support that there were calls for his 
resignation.

Furthermore, during the deported activists’ time in Lebanon, Hamas 
not only developed relations with Hizballah, “which contributed to a 
qualitative improvement in their military capabilities,”55 that were sub-
sequently and devastatingly used against Israel; it also expanded its rep-
resentation regionally. Eventually, under international pressure, and co-
erced by (faltering) peace talks that were official (Madrid) and secret 
(Oslo), Israel allowed the deported Islamists to return, and they received 
a heroes’ welcome.

The PLO now acknowledged a political shift in its relationship with 
Hamas, a shift that compelled it to engage the organization formally 
as a serious rival by trying (and failing) to incorporate Hamas into the 
PLO. The period from roughly 1992 through 1993 was a terrible one 
especially inside the Gaza Strip, marked by greater factional conflict and 
the violence that increasingly accompanied it. During this time Hamas 
began targeting Palestinians deemed collaborators with Israel’s security 
services—a charge that, once made, was virtually impossible to appeal. 
This introduced an additional layer of fear and insecurity among Gazans.
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Conflict continued between Hamas and its Palestinian adversaries but 
also increased among the secular nationalists. These factions, historically 
important social actors, were beginning to break down as their disputes 
increasingly centered on power, not ideology, and as their economic re-
sources declined; the only faction for whom ideology remained central 
was Hamas. The crisis was exacerbated by declining economic conditions 
and the PLO’s inability—despite its concessions—to achieve a political 
settlement with Israel, which was systematically expanding its control 
over the West Bank and Gaza. Arafat’s relatively weakened position with 
his popular base in the West Bank and Gaza compelled his participation 
in the then secret Oslo negotiations. Doubtless, too, Israel saw in Oslo an 
opportunity to take advantage of Arafat’s compromised position in order 
to contain (if not eliminate) Palestinian nationalism in both its secular 
and its religious forms.

The Oslo Period (1993 to 2000)

In late August 1993, it became known that Israel and the PLO had been 
engaged in secret negotiations to end their conflict, a revelation that 
stunned Palestinians, Israelis, and the world. On September 13, 1993, the 
Declaration of Principles was signed, the first of the Oslo peace accords, 
ending the first Intifada and transforming the political and economic re-
ality of the West Bank and Gaza forever.56 This had a dramatic impact 
on the Islamic political movement, triggering an existential crisis. Israel 
ceded limited autonomy to Palestinians in the Gaza Strip and West Bank 
(only). In exchange, the PLO, mainly Fatah, recognized Israel’s right to 
exist, ending all claims to pre-1948 Palestine. By June 1994 the PNA, 
the first internationally recognized Palestinian self-administrative body, 
had been established, with PLO chairman Yasir Arafat as its president. 
The international community declared its support for the Oslo process, 
and the regional community refrained from condemning it. With pledges 
from twenty-five foreign governments for $2.1 billion in economic as-
sistance to Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, the PNA as-
sumed responsibility for a range of administrative, economic, and social 
services, establishing formal institutions to run the affairs of “state.” At 
the time, it seemed a clear victory for the secular nationalist agenda, pos-
ing a profound dilemma for the Islamist sector and its relationship with 
the grass roots.

Hamas (in alliance with ten other Palestinian factions based in Da-
mascus) vehemently rejected and condemned the Oslo Accords because 
Hamas considered them a betrayal of Palestinian national and historic 
rights. Yet popular sentiment in Palestine (and Israel—among Jews and 
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Arabs) was largely behind Oslo and the hope of peace and normalization 
with Israel, placing Hamas in a defensive position—in dramatic contrast 
to the one it had occupied just weeks before. Indeed, within ten days of 
Arafat’s famous handshake with Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin on 
the White House lawn on September 13, 1993 Palestinian opinion polls 
indicated that 60 percent of Palestinians favored the PLO leadership and 
only 17 percent favored Hamas.57

How then would Hamas respond to the Oslo Accords, and to the na-
tionalist acquiescence to a secular democratic state in a fraction of his-
toric Palestine, and still maintain its position as the leading opposition 
force? In the early post-Oslo months, the focus was on maintaining na-
tional unity and avoiding any confrontation with the secular nationalists 
that could bring internal disorder and erode public support. The Hamas 
leaders understood that Israel’s partial withdrawal from Palestinian lands 
was deeply embraced by the Palestinian public, and they certainly did 
not want to be seen as having impeded it. They therefore instructed the 
organization’s members to downplay the necessity of jihad under occu-
pation and to emphasize instead the illegitimate and imbalanced nature 
of the Oslo agreements, which violated UN Resolution 242 calling for 
an Israeli withdrawal to its 1967 borders. In this regard, Hamas sub-
sequently focused on the PNA’s failings—corruption, mismanagement, 
and political ineptitude.58 This decision was taken despite fears—which 
ultimately proved correct—that Fatah and Israel together might at some 
future point attack and try to destroy Hamas, each for its own purpose, 
and with international support. That Hamas was the militarily weaker 
party was clear to all, especially to its own leadership.

One key question confronting the Islamist movement was whether 
Hamas should participate in the new Palestinian government, a ques-
tion that derived in part from the movement’s preference for coexistence 
(albeit uneasy) over conflict. According to an internal report Hamas pre-
pared after the Oslo signing, there was no consensus on the issue of gov-
ernment participation, and the leaders openly acknowledged their inabil-
ity to prevent implementation of the accord or confront the PLO, thereby 
derailing the process. They further conceded their inability to provide an 
alternative political platform consistent with national and Islamic prin-
ciples.59 In a somewhat prescient description of Hamas’s current reality, 
the document stated: “We opt for confrontation, but shall we confront 
our people? And can we tilt the balance in our favor? And if we succeed, 
will we be able to offer the people an alternative, or will success only 
intensify the offensive of occupation?”60

As a result, Hamas opted for participation through unofficial presence 
in the PNA’s administration, and it did so by encouraging its support-
ers to work for the Authority on a personal (as opposed to an official) 



A BRIEF HISTORY 35

basis. According to Mishal, “[Hamas] . . . justified this by distinguishing 
between two perceptions of the PA: as a sovereign political power, but 
also as an administrative apparatus geared to provide services to the pub-
lic. While the former image represented political principles and national 
symbols, the latter was perceived to be instrumental, linked to reality. 
As a political center . . . the PA was denied Hamas’s legitimacy. How-
ever, as an administrative apparatus designated to enforce law and order 
and provide employment and services to the community, the PA could be 
acknowledged.”61

Hamas adopted a three-pronged strategy: armed (but controlled) vi-
olence62 against Israel and its continuing occupation; political (as op-
posed to military) confrontation with the PNA while maintaining open 
communication with Fatah; and building support for the Islamic move-
ment politically and socially. The movement felt that this cautious ap-
proach was justified as long as the final outcome of the peace process was 
indeterminate.

Another of Hamas’s priorities was to protect its social institutions, a 
key factor in its strategy of nonconfrontation with the Authority’s police 
and security forces. Concomitantly, though, Hamas continued its attacks 
against Israeli civilians and soldiers, especially in the period leading up 
to the implementation of the May 1994 Cairo Agreement and the im-
plementation of limited autonomy in Gaza and Jericho. Because Hamas 
viewed the Oslo Accord and Cairo Agreement as existential threats, it 
was unwilling to abandon armed struggle against Israel (and would de-
fend it as a form of self-defense against Israel; as a way to avenge the 
murder of Palestinians; and as a form of pressure on Israel to withdraw 
from the West Bank), although the attendant risks were clear: economic 
and military retaliation by Israel and the PNA, internecine conflict, and 
eroding public support.

For its part, the PNA—and Yasir Arafat specifically—responded with a 
policy of open confrontation when it perceived Hamas as a threat; a pol-
icy of controlling and containing Hamas, since co-optation and elimina-
tion were not possible; and continued security cooperation with Israel. It 
was also clear that the two sectors were periodically talking to each other 
and, despite their clear animosity, attempting to maintain open channels 
of communication. In fact, Hamas agreed to what amounted to a cease-
fire, particularly during the 1995 Oslo II negotiations that transferred to 
the PNA limited autonomy over certain restricted areas of the West Bank.

Hamas’s strategy of continued armed struggle against Israel was 
strengthened by the massacre of twenty-nine Palestinians by a Jewish 
settler in the Ibrahimi Mosque in Hebron on February 25, 1994 (during 
negotiations over the Cairo Agreement). In response, the Qassam Bri-
gades launched a series of revenge suicide bombings and targeted attacks 
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inside Israel—in Afula and Hadera in April, in Tel Aviv in October, and in 
Ramat Gan and Jerusalem in the summer of 1995—that took the lives of 
many Israeli civilians.63 While these attacks were justified to the Palestin-
ian public as avenging the deaths in Hebron, they were also designed to 
strengthen Hamas’s bargaining position with the PNA as a viable opposi-
tion force.64

A severe crackdown ensued, first by Israel and later by the PNA. This 
included mass arrests of Hamas and Jihad activists, assassinations of 
key officials, and intensified closures of Gaza and the West Bank, which 
imposed enormous economic hardship on an increasingly impoverished 
population—a fact that continually plagued Hamas. Both Hamas and 
the Islamic Jihad accused the PNA of working with Israel against their 
organizations and in assassinating key members of their military wings. 
On November 18, 1994 (one month after Israel and Jordan signed a 
peace treaty), a terrible incident occurred in Gaza that some Hamas of-
ficials argued changed the internal Hamas-PNA dynamic forever. Known 
as Black Friday, Palestinian police opened fire on Islamic activists who 
were planning a protest following prayers at Gaza’s Filastin Mosque. The 
protest turned into a riot, and fifteen people were killed, two hundred 
were injured, and hundreds more arrested.

The combination of popular fear over rising internecine violence and 
Israel’s damaging economic restrictions as well as popular expectations 
surrounding the second Oslo agreement, known as the Taba Accord, 
compelled both Arafat and Hamas to try to settle their differences (no-
tably over the use of violence against Israel) in talks that took place in 
Cairo during the fall of 1995. After the signing of the Taba Accord on 
September 28, 1995 (which fragmented and cantonized the West Bank), 
Hamas’s internal leadership temporarily suspended attacks against Is-
rael because they did not want Hamas to be viewed as having disrupted 
Israel’s planned withdrawal from major Arab localities. In fact, under 
great pressure from Israel and the PNA, neither Hamas nor the Islamic 
Jihad carried out any suicide attacks between August 1995 and February 
1996.65 While no formal agreement was signed at the end of the Arafat-
Hamas talks in December 1995, a tacit agreement was reached, informed 
in part by Hamas’s calculations after Taba. The agreement stipulated that 
Hamas could continue its armed struggle against Israel (no doubt a form 
of pressure on Israel that Arafat did not oppose) as long at it did not do 
so from PNA-controlled territories.

Hamas’s position in these talks largely reflected the thinking of the 
political leaders outside Palestine who opposed accommodation with the 
PNA and a cease-fire with Israel. The internal political leadership, how-
ever, opted for a less militant approach in favor of one that would allow 
Hamas to compete for political power within a changed, PLO-dominated 
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order that was increasingly and dangerously positioned against it. The 
internal Hamas leaders were responding primarily and with great alarm 
to growing Israeli pressure on Arafat to eliminate Hamas and its social 
institutional infrastructure. The threat to the Islamic social sector was 
critical in moderating their position. Since 1995, Hamas’s senior political 
leaders in the country had not only proposed conditional cease-fires with 
Israel and an accommodation with the PNA to preempt intra-Palestinian 
disputes; they had also increasingly redirected their strategic emphasis 
away from political and military action to social and civic development 
(see chapter 4), recognizing the PLO’s relative strength. This accommoda-
tionist position was rejected by Hamas’s military wing, leading to threats 
against some political leaders and growing tensions between the “inside” 
and “outside.”

That Hamas pursued a dual and seemingly contradictory policy of 
limited, cautious engagement with the PNA and outright opposition is 
further seen in its approach to the January 1996 Palestinian elections 
and to what was perceived by most as a push for peace under a secular-
nationalist agenda (Israeli prime minister Rabin’s assassination two 
months earlier by a radical right-wing Orthodox Jew opposed to the 
peace process had arguably strengthened the need for a secular approach 
to negotiations). Hamas’s possible participation in these elections as a 
separate political party under the auspices of Oslo was intensely debated 
in the first two years of the peace process between those favoring such 
participation (led by Sheikh Yassin) under certain specified conditions, 
and those who rejected it outright.66 Just before the January elections, 
Hamas announced that it would not participate and would passively 
boycott the elections, although it encouraged some of its members to run 
as independents. In this way, Hamas could participate unofficially with-
out granting legitimacy to the PLO and to the PLO’s negotiations with 
Israel,67 thereby avoiding complete political marginalization in what its 
leadership understood would be a popularly supported event.68

Indeed, one month before the elections, polls showed Hamas with 15 
percent compared with Fatah’s 40–45 percent of the vote.69 So Hamas’s 
decision to boycott yet encourage individuals to participate was not only 
political but tactical, since certain key Hamas officials understood that an 
electoral victory was unlikely and could compromise them politically and 
ideologically but so too might a blanket rejection of the elections. Rather, 
the internal political leadership chose to reposition themselves away from 
being “rejectionists” toward being an “opposition from within.” Over 
time, this evolved into a policy of working with the PNA as an adminis-
trative entity providing needed services to the population but opposing 
the PNA (and Arafat) as a sovereign political power with the right to 
represent and speak for Palestinians.
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Whatever agreement there was to maintain quiet ended with Israel’s as-
sassination of Yahia Ayyash on January 5, 1996, a key figure in Hamas’s 
military wing and known as “the engineer” for his expertise in explo-
sives.70 Ayyash’s assassination two weeks before the Palestinian election 
followed that of Islamic Jihad leader Fathi al-Shaqaqi in Malta on Octo-
ber 26, 1995. Not only did these attacks elicit acts of revenge from both 
organizations; they effectively extinguished any possibility of an agree-
ment between Arafat and the Islamists over ending attacks against Israel, 
which may have been Israel’s intent.

The revenge attacks, which had been planned by Hamas military cells 
in the West Bank, began in February and March 1996 after the Palestin-
ian elections. A series of suicide bombings occurred in several major Is-
raeli cities including Jerusalem, Ashkelon, and Tel Aviv, with devastating 
results. In less than three years since the start of the Oslo peace process, 
more than one hundred Israeli civilians and soldiers had been killed and 
hundreds more injured. Not only did these operations underscore the 
autonomy of Hamas’s military wing (whose leaders were distinct from 
the domestic political leadership operationally, strategically, and in social 
and political background); they increased the tensions between the inside 
and the outside leadership, and highlighted the weakness of the (internal) 
political sector.71

This time the PNA responded not only by imprisoning some of Hamas’s 
political leaders but went further, closing down some of its charitable 
institutions—a policy it had long resisted. Under mounting pressure 
from Israel and the United States, the Authority began an all-out offen-
sive against Hamas in both Gaza and the West Bank. The PNA effec-
tively weakened the military wing by arresting and imprisoning over one 
thousand Islamist officials and activists, many of whom were tortured 
and killed.72

The PNA’s crackdown had its desired effect, and Hamas did not recover 
until the start of the second Intifada in 2000. One immediate outcome 
of this terrible wave of violence was the election in Israel of the right-
wing Likud leader Benjamin Netanyahu in May 1996 over his Labor 
rival Shimon Peres. Some analysts posited that Hamas aimed in part to 
defeat Peres since he had ordered “the engineer” Ayyash’s assassination in 
an attempt to boost his electoral chances. With Likud in power in Israel, 
the Oslo process, flawed as it was, lost even the illusory appearance of 
success.

Given Netanyahu’s opposition to Oslo and his more openly hostile 
posture toward the Palestinians and the PNA, Arafat wanted to avoid 
further internecine conflict with Hamas and so focused more on repairing 
their strained relationship. Although suicide operations abated for almost 
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a year, they resumed in March 1997 with an attack in Tel Aviv followed 
by attacks in Jerusalem in August and September, leading to further and 
harsher PNA crackdowns.

By early 1998, tensions between the PNA and Hamas had increased 
dramatically, particularly after the murder of three senior military com-
manders of the Qassam Brigades. Although Hamas held Israel responsi-
ble for the killings, it also accused the PNA of collaborating with Israel in 
their execution. This collaboration was no doubt spurred by what the Pal-
estinian leadership hoped would be a successful conclusion to the upcom-
ing Wye River Accord, which called for the redeployment of Israeli forces 
in the West Bank. Signed by Israel and the PNA on October 23, 1998, 
the Wye agreement angered Hamas since it predicated Israel’s transfer of 
land on the PNA’s commitment to fight terrorism and disarm combat-
ants, and secured PNA agreement to having the United States monitor the 
accord’s implementation.73 More attacks by Hamas (and Islamic Jihad) 
ensued, and the PNA responded with arrests of Hamas activists (Sheikh 
Yassin was placed under house arrest) among other repressive measures, 
further weakening Hamas politically and militarily.

In May 1999, the Israeli elections for prime minister brought the Labor 
party leader Ehud Barak to power. Together with President Clinton, 
Barak (prematurely) insisted on holding a peace summit with Arafat in 
July 2000 that aimed to end the conflict but, predictably, ended in failure.

The Second Palestinian Intifada, Hamas’s Electoral Victory, 
and Its Seizure of Gaza (2000 to Present)

Following the demise of the July 2000 Camp David summit, which at-
tempted, in effect, to formalize and institutionalize the losses imposed 
on Palestinians by the Oslo agreements, the second Palestinian uprising 
erupted in September. It was only with the start of the second Intifada 
that Hamas, together with other political factions, was able to reassert 
itself politically and militarily. Several political factors contributed to the 
Islamists’ reascendance: the militarization of the Intifada (i.e., ending the 
occupation through violent confrontation); the emergence of a younger 
generation of more militant Fatah activists who assumed leadership of 
the Intifada (and increasingly eclipsed the role of the older generation 
of PNA/PLO elites); internal and seemingly irrevocable political splits 
within the Palestinian national movement; and widespread corruption 
of Fatah and the ruling political structure. These factors among others, 
including the subsequent U.S. and Israeli campaigns (military, political, 
and economic) against Yasir Arafat and the PNA—themselves derived 
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from a policy designed to preclude the emergence of a Palestinian state—
allowed Hamas to rebuild its political/military infrastructure and pursue 
a form of militancy (as seen in the spate of suicide bombing attacks in 
Israel between 2002 and 2004; see chapter 7) that initially went beyond 
Fatah’s own.74

During this period, which was characterized by Israel’s invasion and 
reoccupation of the West Bank, the building of the separation wall, and 
increased repression of Gaza, Israel assassinated several of Hamas’s key 
leaders. The first, Sheikh Salah Shehada, a member of the Political Bu-
reau and head of the first military wing of Hamas, was killed on July 23, 
2002, when an IDF (Israel Defense Forces) F-16 dropped a thousand-ton 
bomb on his apartment building in al-Daraj, a densely populated neigh-
borhood of Gaza City. His wife and several other people were also killed. 
Ismail Abu Shanab, a leading member of the Hamas Political Bureau and 
perhaps the most moderate among the Hamas leadership, was killed on 
August 21, 2003, by five missiles fired into his car, incinerating him. Abu 
Shanab’s assassination was followed by Sheikh Yassin’s on March 22, 
2004, when an IDF rocket struck him as he was leaving a mosque after 
prayers. His successor, Dr. Abd al-Aziz al-Rantisi, was then killed by a 
helicopter missile strike the following month on April 17, 2004, after re-
turning from a visit to his family. At this point, the locus of power within 
Hamas began to shift outside the occupied territories to Khaled Meshal 
in Damascus. There is no doubt that Israel’s assassinations did weaken 
Hamas locally inside Gaza and enhanced Meshal’s power within the or-
ganization and his assumption of control over the military wing.

These assassinations, among other factors discussed above, not only 
catalyzed the Islamist factions and their radicalization, but slowly shifted 
the balance of power in their favor—particularly after Israel’s 2005 dis-
engagement from Gaza—culminating in their electoral victory in January 
2006, a vote that was less for Hamas and far more against Fatah.

Indeed, it was the United States and the international community that 
pressed the Palestinians for legislative elections after Israel’s redeployment 
knowing full well that Hamas-backed candidates would run for office 
and, according to some U.S. officials, welcoming Hamas’s participation 
under the Change and Reform Party. President Abbas voiced little if any 
objection to Hamas’s electoral participation. The acceptance of Hamas’s 
entry into the political process was based on two key factors. First, in ex-
change for its participation, Hamas offered to cease all suicide bombings 
against Israel. Second, few believed that Hamas would win a parliamen-
tary majority; rather, the expectation was that Hamas would gain a mi-
nority presence—even if sizable—and, through its formal incorporation 
into the government, be de-radicalized and more easily controlled. Yet 
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according to the Hamas leader Usama Hamdan, the Hamas leadership 
expected an electoral victory.75

Hamas’s democratic victory, however, was short-lived not only for 
Hamas but for the Palestinian people, followed as it was in June 2006 
by an Israeli and U.S.-led international political and economic boycott 
of the new Palestinian government. The boycott amounted to a form of 
collective punishment against the entire Palestinian population and, to 
my knowledge, was the first time in the history of this conflict that the 
international community imposed sanctions on the occupied rather than 
the occupier. By imposing international financial and economic sanctions 
and attaching conditions to desperately needed aid, the boycott aimed to 
compel Palestinians to overthrow the government they had democrati-
cally elected and embrace one they had clearly rejected. The Bush White 
House was unwilling to accept, or incapable of understanding, that Fatah 
had been defeated politically for its years of corruption and ineptitude 
and that no amount of coercion could reverse that.

The tragic irony is that Hamas made it very clear that it wanted to gov-
ern normally without sanctions and the constant threat of Israeli attacks, 
which continued long after Israel’s 2005 redeployment. These attacks cul-
minated in Israel’s aerial bombardment of Gaza, officially in response to 
the abduction of an Israeli soldier, Gilad Shalit, by Palestinian militants 
on June 24, 2006. During this time Israeli soldiers captured sixty-four 
Hamas members, many of whom were democratically elected legislators 
in the West Bank, incarcerating them indefinitely (seventeen were still 
held at the time of this writing in 2010). Even before its election victory, 
Hamas had effectively suspended suicide bombings and was unilaterally 
observing the proposed cease-fire with Israel (approximately eighteen 
months), thus proving its ability to implement a ceasefire when Israel 
fully reciprocated (the cease-fire lasted from March 2005 to June 2006; 
see chapter 7).76 In fact, during 2006 Israel killed 657 Palestinians—half 
civilians—and Palestinians killed 23 Israelis.77 Hamas also made it clear 
that it could (and did) deal directly with Israel on more mundane matters 
(e.g., the delivery of municipal services) and even, albeit indirectly, on 
more substantive ones. It also made it clear that it would “abide by any 
agreement ratified by popular referendum.”78

Instead, in what has become known as the “Gaza Experiment” and 
the “Gaza Laboratory,” Palestinians found themselves largely sealed off 
from the rest of the world, unable to work or move, a growing majority 
dependent on international relief, facing shortages of food and medicine, 
with little if any recourse or redress. The Hamas-led government was
weakened—cut off from the international funds it needed to pay the sala-
ries of its 162,000 employees and facing a Fatah-dominated bureaucracy 
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hostile to its presence. With 100,000 laborers effectively unable to work, 
unemployment levels nearing 50 percent in certain regions of Gaza, and 
35,000 new entrants to the labor force each year, Palestinian young-
sters had few options for employment other than in militias and gangs. 
Palestinian institutions suffered enormously and were threatened with 
collapse.

As pressures mounted and already limited resources evaporated even 
further, people fought over those resources that still remained, namely 
power and money. This accounts in large part for the terrible factional 
warfare between Hamas and Fatah, which began in April 2006 and es-
calated in May79 and June 200780 despite the establishment of a coalition 
government two months before—a government that functioned under an 
ongoing and repressive Israeli occupation.

By June 2007, Hamas-Fatah violence had been ongoing for fifteen 
months, taking the lives of around seven hundred Palestinians and injur-
ing over a thousand more.81 This interfactional violence also was rooted 
in a U.S. government plan to undermine and eventually overthrow the 
Hamas-led government, initiated soon after Hamas’s electoral victory. 
While the Palestinian leadership—both Fatah and Hamas—must assume 
responsibility for the chaos they have created and continue to create, 
external powers have also contributed directly and perniciously to the 
conflagration, which Hamas consistently and correctly viewed as an at-
tempted coup against its democratically elected government. Indeed, in a 
confidential “end of mission” report leaked to the public, the former UN 
Middle East envoy, Alvaro de Soto, revealed that after its electoral victory 
Hamas wanted to form a broad coalition government with Fatah and 
other political groups. The United States, he argued, discouraged Pales-
tinians from joining.82 “We [the UN] were told that the U.S. was against 
any ‘blurring’ of the line dividing Hamas from those Palestinian political 
forces committed to the two-state solution.”83

He further stated:

I want to stress that, in effect, a National Unity Government with a 
compromise platform along the lines of the Mecca [the agreement 
that resulted in a unity government between Hamas and Fatah] 
might have been achieved soon after the election, in February or 
March 2006, had the US not led the quartet [i.e., the United States, 
European Union, Russia, and the United Nations] to set impossible 
demands. . . . At the time, and indeed until the Mecca Agreement a 
year later [February 2007], the US clearly pushed for a confrontation 
between Fateh and Hamas—so much so that, a week before Mecca, 
the US envoy declared twice in an envoy’s meeting in Washington 
how much “I like this violence,” referring to the near–civil war that 
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was erupting in Gaza in which civilians were being regularly killed 
and injured, because “it means that other Palestinians are resisting 
Hamas.”84

The American plan to roll back a national unity government and 
unseat Hamas by arming Fatah so it could fight Hamas for control of 
the government (and thereby ignite internal fighting), which Israel itself 
viewed as unworkable folly, was initially promoted by Elliot Abrams, the 
American deputy national security adviser, laid down by General Keith 
Dayton, the American coordinator of security between Israel and the Pal-
estinians, and approved by Condoleezza Rice.85 (However, it was strongly 
criticized by the Pentagon, the CIA, and the U.S. Embassy in Israel, but 
was implemented nonetheless.) Reports indicate that President Abbas, 
who initially resisted pressure from the United States and from within 
Fatah itself to violently confront Hamas and was even willing to work 
with a Hamas-led government, eventually conceded when the pressure 
became too strong.86 Indeed, less than a month after the Mecca Agree-
ment was signed, “Abbas was told to scrap Mecca at every subsequent 
meeting he . . . had with Israeli prime minister Ehud Olmert or with U.S. 
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and Abrams.”87

Confirming what many observers already knew, in April 2008 Van-
ity Fair magazine published “The Gaza Bombshell,” in which the Ameri-
can plan was exposed. The article cites David Wurmser, Vice President 
Cheney’s former chief adviser on Middle East affairs: “It looks to me that 
what happened [in June 2007] wasn’t so much a coup by Hamas but an 
attempted coup by Fatah that was preempted before it could happen.”88

The United States (and Abbas) had allegedly asked Israel to approve 
the shipment of weapons, ammunition, and armored vehicles into Gaza 
and the West Bank to support Fatah’s Presidential Guard, a policy that 
threatened and inflamed Hamas leaders and supporters.89 (Other accounts 
maintain that Israel notified the Americans that it would prohibit weapons 
from entering Gaza for fear that Fatah would lose them, which is what 
happened as Israel did allow some arms deliveries including two thou-
sand automatic rifles and two million bullets.) In fact, the United States 
designated $86.4 million in security support for the Presidential Guard.90

Another source citing a U.S. government document describes a $1.27 bil-
lion program (over five years) that would have added 4,700 men to the 
15,000-member Guard.91 According to the document, “The desired out-
come will be the transformation of Palestinian security forces and provide 
for the president of the Palestinian Authority to be able to safeguard deci-
sions such as dismissing the cabinet and forming an emergency cabinet.”92

This arming of Fatah (in which Egypt and Jordan also participated ) 
was explicitly aimed at destroying Hamas and its military infrastructure.93
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In June 2007, believing time was not on its side, Hamas responded bru-
tally and, according to many in Gaza, horrifically (or, as some analysts 
have put it, grossly overreacted).

According to Ha’aretz, “The primary reason for the break-up [of the 
unity government] is the fact that Fatah, headed by the Palestinian Au-
thority Chairman Mahmoud Abbas, has refused to fully share the PA’s 
mechanism of power with its rival Hamas—in spite of Hamas’ decisive 
victory in the January 2006 elections. Fatah was forced to overrule the 
Palestinian voters because the entire world demanded it do so. The United 
States, the European nations, most of the Arab leaders and, of course, the 
State of Israel, warned Fatah not to share power with Hamas.”94

In fact, after Hamas fighters took over the PNA security buildings in 
Gaza, they discovered documents linking Fatah to the CIA. According 
to a Hamas spokesman, “The CIA files we seized, which include docu-
ments, CDs, taped conversations, and videos, are more important than 
all the American weapons we obtained the last two days as we took over 
the traitor Fatah’s positions.”95 The identification of Fatah with the CIA 
further weakened the cause of Palestinian secularism. Following Hamas’s 
takeover, the United States announced that the training of the Presidential 
Guard would be transferred to the West Bank despite its “disappointing 
performance in the Gaza Strip.”96

By mid-June 2007 the Palestinian National Authority was effectively 
shattered,97 and both factions, Fatah and Hamas, were seemingly com-
mitted to eliminating each other, a reality that was altogether new and 
frightening. Fatah was clearly in turmoil, splitting between those officials 
in Gaza who wanted to negotiate and cooperate with Hamas and those 
who did not. It was also clear that Abbas did not have full control over 
Fatah or its political organs, especially the Central Committee. Although 
Hamas was now the unchallenged power in the Gaza Strip, it, too, was 
not without internal divisions. The terrible violence perpetrated during 
mid-June (7 to 14) that led to its military takeover of Gaza was alleg-
edly ordered by Khaled Meshal at the urging of certain Arab states and 
groups who remained unidentified. Ismail Haniyeh, the prime minister 
and recognized head of Hamas inside the territories, had apparently op-
posed Meshal’s decision, as did his Syrian benefactors. Haniyeh’s opposi-
tion was based on his fear of creating deeper divisions between Hamas 
and Fatah and within Hamas itself, a fear that was painfully realized. 
(This likely accounts in part for Haniyeh’s subsequent overtures to Abbas 
for talks.)

It may also be that Hamas had been, for some time and likely under 
Meshal’s direction, preparing to attack Fatah’s security institutions for-
merly headed by, and still under the influence of, Mohammed Dahlan, 
now Abbas’s national security adviser. Dahlan, who was supported by 
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U.S. officials, has been a bitter enemy of Hamas since his 1996 crack-
down on the movement. He consistently refused to accept the Palestinian 
unity government brokered by the Saudi government in the Mecca Agree-
ment “and made his opposition intolerable to Hamas when he refused to 
subject the security forces under his command, armed and trained by the 
U.S., to the legitimate Palestinian unity government as agreed between 
Hamas and Fatah.”98 Alistair Crooke, a former Middle East adviser to 
the EU foreign policy chief Javier Solana, similarly observed, “Dahlan 
refused to deal with [the independent interior minister appointed to the 
unity government], and put his troops on the streets in defiance of the 
interior minister. Hamas felt they had little option but to take control 
of security away from forces which were in fact creating insecurity.”99

Hence, Hamas was not attempting a coup against the government or 
the Fatah organization as a whole but only against Dahlan’s U.S.-funded 
militia (and individual Fatah loyalists it blamed for the murder of Hamas 
members).100

With Hamas’s seizure of Gaza on June 13, 2007, President Abbas 
dissolved the unity (but Hamas-dominated) government the same day, 
dismissed Prime Minister Haniyeh, declared a state of emergency, and 
formed an emergency government in the West Bank, a decree that Hamas 
bitterly rejected as unconstitutional. Abbas also canceled all decisions 
made by the Hamas government. Apparently, Abbas asked Hamas offi-
cials not to touch his home in Gaza and was willing to work with them to 
resolve the tension. Haniyeh pleaded with the head of Hamas’s military 
wing to leave the president’s home untouched but was rebuffed, and the 
house was taken over. According to insiders, Abbas was greatly offended 
and hurt by this and took the action personally.

On June 17 Abbas swore in a new cabinet of technocrats, a move that 
one day later resulted in the lifting of the international economic and 
political boycott that had been imposed by the United States and the 
European Union (a boycott that was subsequently intensified against the 
Hamas-controlled Gaza Strip). Other economic and diplomatic restric-
tions were also removed, including those on the $562 million in back 
Palestinian tax monies Israel owed the PNA, which Israel committed to 
release in installments. Abbas also banned Hamas’s militia, the Executive 
Force, and its military wing, the Qassam Brigades, which he deemed il-
legal given their “military coup” in Gaza.101

Although Hamas still retained a sizable majority in the Palestinian leg-
islature (74 out of 132 seats) in June 2007, it had only 36 voting legisla-
tors (because 38 were imprisoned), far short of the requisite quorum of 
66 required for it to convene the parliament. Because Hamas could not 
obtain a quorum, power in parliament devolved on the Fayyad govern-
ment. Abbas further suspended clauses in the Palestinian Basic Law that 
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required legislative approval of the new emergency government, and he 
stripped Hamas of its representation in the National Security Council. 
Abbas subsequently announced plans to amend the existing electoral 
law, which was, in fact, later changed. The new law stated that in order 
to run for office, a party must recognize the PLO as the sole legitimate 
representative of the Palestinian people and also must recognize all previ-
ous treaties and agreements, including Oslo and its recognition of Israel. 
These changes, of course, made it difficult if not impossible for Hamas to 
win legislative elections.102 Although it is unclear whether Abbas had the 
constitutional authority to issue such decrees,103 the fact remains that in 
backing him and his new government, the United States and the interna-
tional community openly supported the dismantling of a democratically 
elected government in the Middle East, one that they had helped to in-
stall. Israel took a similar stance, with Olmert stating that he intended to 
start final status negotiations with the Palestinians on the condition that 
Abbas fight Hamas.104 Furthermore, the international community com-
mitted to terminate aid and revenue transfers from Israel to the Fayyad 
government if it engaged in talks with Hamas. The president’s office also 
put together a plan that called for a continued struggle against Hamas, 
which entailed refusing to negotiate with the Hamas leadership, arresting 
Hamas officials in the West Bank, and closing Islamist social institutions 
in the West Bank. The United States, the European Union, and most Arab 
states promptly expressed support for the Abbas plan.

The clear separation between Gaza and the West Bank and the cre-
ation of two authorities was something Palestinians greatly feared. On 
the other hand it was a reality that the Israeli government, particularly 
under former Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, had long pursued. On June 
15, 2007, the New York Times wrote: “Mr. Olmert is expected to tell Mr. 
Bush that Israel favored sealing off the Israeli-occupied West Bank from
the infection of Gaza, continuing to prevent contact between them”105

(emphasis added). This perception, strongly propagated by Israel and 
the United States especially, but also by Fatah, that the two territories 
must be viewed as separate entities—politically, economically, financially, 
diplomatically, and administratively—one evil and the other good, one 
deserving of food and the other not, has had dire consequences, par-
ticularly for an already acutely impoverished Gaza Strip. Gaza was po-
sitioned as the “counteroutcome,” the tangible result of noncooperation. 
Subsequently, the Palestinian ambassador to the United Nations, Riyad 
Mansour, blocked a UN resolution calling on Israel to lift its devastating 
economic blockade of Gaza (and in November 2007 circulated a draft 
UN resolution calling Hamas a “terrorist organization”).

Similarly, it was clear that U.S. State Department believed it could un-
dermine Hamas in the eyes of Palestinians in Gaza by improving the 
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economic situation among Palestinians in the West Bank. This was essen-
tially the same failed strategy that had informed the international boycott 
of the Hamas-led government in 2006. Toward this end, al Quds al-Arabi
reported:

[We] learned from sources working for NGOs in Palestine yester-
day that they have received from the USAID organization a request 
for them to present large-scale project proposals for financing [by 
USAID] in the West Bank on an accelerated basis. According to these 
sources, USAID . . . requested, less than 12 hours after the appoint-
ment of Dr Salam Fayadh to form an emergency government, ideas 
for huge projects to be carried out in the West Bank, on condition that 
these projects be capable of showing quick results in the life of people 
in the West Bank and that they involve large numbers of Palestinian 
workers. The sources told [us] that these are [supposed to be] projects 
in which it will be apparent that there is large-scale American fund-
ing for improvements in the life of the people of the West Bank, and 
that this [American connection to the quick improvements] should be 
readily apparent to the eye and tangible on the ground. . . .

The sources said what is being asked of them is to convince the 
people of the West Bank that they are fortunate having the govern-
ment of Fayadh and the decision of Abbas to form this government, 
in contrast to Hamas which controls Gaza. Concerning the possibil-
ity of carrying out any projects in the Gaza Strip, sources who asked 
not to be identified by name said they are being told it is not allowed 
to let even one dollar reach the Gaza Strip.106

Having taken control in Gaza, Hamas suddenly found itself respon-
sible for far more than a government. Immediately following Hamas’s 
takeover, a Palestinian colleague wrote from Gaza: “Hamas realizes it is 
stuck with a surprise outcome on a greater magnitude than it faced after 
its landslide victory in the elections of January 2006. They need help and 
they are asking for it. I think, though, this time people like us, moderates 
in Gaza particularly, have to talk to both (and they [Hamas] are calling 
for ideas) to help end this incredibly dark turn of events.”107

In the immediate aftermath of the takeover and despite the great un-
certainty that accompanied it, Hamas was praised for its behavior: “rank 
and file Fatah members are not being lined up against walls. . . . Newspa-
pers are not being closed or businesses shuttered. Schools are not being 
told what to teach and there is no purge. This is not an Islamic revolution 
but simply a political party attempting to defend itself against the militia 
of an unelected warlord backed by foreign powers.”108

Many people described an initial sense of greater personal security. 
Soon after the takeover, my colleague wrote, “Gaza now is in a complete 
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standstill; literally, complete. About the only positive that came out of 
this whole thing is that the blackmailers, extortionists, criminals, drugs 
and arms dealers, and outwardly corrupt figures are out or neutralized. 
We hardly see armed persons on the street. All intersections are manned 
by Hamas guys, helping run traffic. The Executive Force seems to have 
minimal presence, at least, in our area. They are completely non-intrusive 
and not visible either. Car thefts, kidnappings among families and civil 
crime all seem to have disappeared or have been minimal. Other than 
that, Hamas has thrown everyone in Gaza into a dark and mysterious 
abyss.”109

Several months later, reports out of Gaza were far less sanguine. Some 
described terrible human rights violations including the looting of pri-
vate businesses and homes and the confiscation of entire office buildings 
and homes belonging to Fatah officials, the imprisonment and torture of 
Fatah members and supporters, and growing censorship.110 The Pales-
tinian Human Rights Monitoring Group and the Palestinian Centre for 
Human Rights in Gaza have documented many abuses committed by the 
“dismissed government” (and by the Fatah government based in Ramal-
lah) including interfering with the functioning of the Gaza Municipality 
and other municipalities in the Strip and the takeover by Hamas of the 
civilian judicial system in Gaza by establishing illegal judicial bodies that 
are not independent.111

Hence, despite its “victory” Hamas lost a good deal of its popularity 
and credibility with civil society because it increasingly came to be seen 
as having abused its power in much the way that Fatah did, particularly 
after the June violence. Gazans already began to speak of the “Fatahiza-
tion” of Hamas. Four months after the seizure, a former spokesman for 
the Hamas government, Ghazi Hamad, wrote that the takeover was a 
“serious strategic mistake that burdened the movement more than it can 
bear.”112 Yet, since June 2007, Hamas has firmly taken control of Gaza 
despite the enormous pressures imposed by Israel, the international com-
munity, and the Fatah-based PNA to undermine and destroy it (see chap-
ter 7 and my postscript).

Given that Islamism is now the dominant political dynamic in the re-
gion, perhaps the greatest mistake of Western and Israeli policy is the 
ongoing demonization and isolation of the Islamists in an attempt to bar 
them from the political process. Hamas’s continued resilience—even after 
Israel’s massive assault on Gaza from 2008 to 2009—attests to this. In 
fact, there can be no credible peace process with a Palestinian govern-
ment that excludes the party elected by Palestinians to govern them. As 
this book argues, Hamas not only remains open to sharing power;113 it 
also has a history of nonviolent accommodation and political adapta-
tion, ideological reflexivity and transformation, and political pragmatism 
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that the West should welcome.114 The alternative portends disaster, as it 
threatens to strengthen the more regressive elements within Hamas and 
radicalize Palestinians overall, further destabilizing a situation that is al-
ready fraught with unbearable tension.

A Concluding Note

In a 2007 confidential report issued by a European think tank assessing 
emerging issues for policy research in the Middle East, the authors refer 
to the “predominance of a moralising political discourse” that has “pre-
empted discussion of Middle East policies on the basis of evidence.” This 
discourse, in effect, constitutes a diversion, a political and intellectual 
justification for policies and practices that are informed by the need for 
conformity, not by the reality they are purportedly there to address. With 
regard to the importance of talking to Islamists, the authors write:

[I]s it knowledge we seek or pressure we seek to exert? Do we want 
to pressure them to change their ideas (e.g. on the right of Israel 
to exist) or have a dialogue based on listening, not just dictating? 
Perhaps we should be trying to find out what is their agenda, their 
priorities? It is important to remember not to juxtapose Islamists as 
radical in contrast to “moderate” regimes in the region. This is sim-
ply misleading: in most cases these are authoritarian regimes and in 
most cases Islamists will moderate on many issues (peace with Israel 
is not the only criteria of moderation).

And on what issues should we engage? All issues can be on the 
agenda, and it is key to talk about problematic issues—Israel, minor-
ities, women—but it is just as important to find out what is their pol-
icy on democracy, political reform, development, i.e. issues that are 
very high on their own agenda. There is lots of evidence that these 
are effective entrepreneurs, both political organizers and in business. 
Yes, dialogue can deal with the problematic areas (e.g. jihad, war 
and terror) as these are political issues and any dialogue should be a 
dialogue about solutions, e.g. Palestine problem.115

The question then arises, “what are the entry points to help (re)-
establish a more evidence-based policy discussion?”—a question whose 
answer is made all the more urgent by the growing political vacuum in 
the region and by the failure of domestic transitions in places such as 
Palestine, Lebanon, and possibly Egypt and Algeria.116 By examining the 
socioeconomic work of Islamist institutions in Palestine—a side of the 
movement seldom seen let alone understood—and the seemingly fluid re-
lationship between Islamist social and political sectors, I hope to provide, 
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at least in part, the kind of evidence that reveals the possibilities for mod-
eration and transformation within the Islamist movement (as well as 
those factors constraining it), those areas of common understanding, and 
shared objectives that must also inform policy if it is to be effective and 
purposeful, evidence that is more of an imperative now than ever before. 
As the next chapter will show, Islamic social institutions are rooted philo-
sophically in Islamic conceptions of civil society and civic life, which have 
a long, albeit misrepresented, history.



Chapter 3

ISLAMIST CONCEPTIONS OF CIVIL SOCIETY

The choice of a civil society model as an informing framework for this 
study originated with my respondents, particularly those who worked 
in Islamic associations. They would often characterize their work as ei-
ther being part of civil society—fundamentally that intermediary space 
between the ruler (the state) and the ruled (the private sphere), in which 
institutions operate independently in their own fields for community
benefit—or as contributing to its development. When asked what they 
meant by civil society, how they defined it, and the role of religion within 
it, their answers, while varied, had common themes:

One was that an Islamic civil society does not differ in certain ways 
from a non-Islamic or secular civil society but embraces some of the same 
values (e.g., civility, tolerance) and roles (e.g., independent entities com-
pensating for the deficiencies of the “state”).

Another quite prominent theme was that Islam, both as a religion and 
as an expression of cultural identity, should not be relegated solely to the 
private sphere but should also be situated squarely in the public sphere, 
given its emphasis on justice, equality, and modernity; in this regard, re-
spondents emphasized that religion is not an obstacle to the development 
of a vibrant civil society but rather a core feature of it. In their view, there-
fore, Islam is an integral and inseparable part of daily life and livelihood.

A third theme stressed compatibility between Islam and civil society, 
arguing that Islam contains all the requisite elements to form a civil so-
ciety and that traditional Islamic society (and the notion of the umma)
was indeed a version of civil society. And lastly, given their strong and 
consistent ties to the local grass roots, Islamic social institutions provide 
a stronger foundation for building a civil society than their secular coun-
terparts, which have, in many cases, loosened those local ties in favor of 
a more global constituency.

The literature on civil society, and more specifically on civil society in 
the Arab and Muslim world, is now vast and well beyond the scope of 
this study.1 It was during the 1980s and 1990s that the (Western) concept 
of civil society, itself an “intruder to Islamic political thought,”2 became 
more relevant to the Arab world owing to the global changes precipi-
tated by the end of the Cold War and the rise of Islamic radicalism. Amr 
Hamzawy describes four issues that characterized the Arab literature 
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on civil society: the applicability (and hence universality)—or not—of 
Western political concepts, particularly the concept of civil society; the 
(re)interpretation of Arab-Islamic political history and its impact on the 
relationship between state and society, especially with regard to secular-
ism and the role of religion in politics; the definition of civil society in 
the Arab context; and the impediments to establishing a democratic civil 
society.3

For the historical evolution of civil society as a concept in the history of 
ideas, I refer the reader to others.4 My aim here is to briefly but critically 
explore the role of Islam in civil society and the role of civil society in 
Islam in order to underscore that Islamist thought on this issue is neither 
monolithic nor uniform, and thereby to challenge common essentialist 
representations, as well as to situate Hamas within the diverse schools of 
thought that exist.

Majority Islamic Perspectives

The debate over civil society and Islam is typically subject to essentialist 
interpretations by the “right” as well as the “left.”5 These interpretations 
(many of them imposed by outsiders) lack nuance and fail to address cer-
tain questions, including one continuously debated among Muslims and 
others that asks not only whether Islamic and Islamist groups are part of 
civil society6 but whether they even can be—that is, can civil society be 
constructed in Islam?

Theoretically, at least, there has long been a debate among Islamic 
thinkers, indeed since the time of the Prophet, centered on the relation-
ship between what could be termed civil society (religious, professional, 
and tribal units) and political authority or the state. This debate has been 
carried over into contemporary Islamic fundamentalist discourses, with 
a majority of writers, jurists, theologians, and even some philosophers 
calling for strengthening civil society (as an organizing principle for es-
tablishing an Islamic state) and a minority opposing it.7

For example, Muhammad Salim al-‘Awwa, a lawyer and prominent 
figure in the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood committed to the Islamic 
awakening (al-sahwa al-islamiyya),8 argues that since the establishment 
of the first Islamic state, despotism has been rejected in Islamic thinking 
and never really succeeded in denying the legitimacy of free thought de-
spite concerted attempts by the Arab state system to do so.9 He (among 
others) calls for “reviving Islam, depicting its contemporary condition 
as an archeological relic that requires renewal without destroying its es-
sence,” a process in which civil society institutions are free to develop 
without interference. “This essence is eternal and embodies faith, worship 
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and moral values” and represents “a quest for cultural authenticity along 
with a need to adapt to changing realities.”10

Ahmad Moussalli, who is a professor of political studies at the Ameri-
can University of Beirut and a leading scholar on political Islam, argues 
that “[a]lthough it might seem that the concept of civil society is Western 
and imposed on the non-Westerners in order to keep local systems in sub-
jection to the West, this is not entirely true, at least in terms of the func-
tions of civil society.”11 This majority, in fact, assigns civil society a role 
far greater than that of government itself. Muhammad Abduh (1849–
1905), an Egyptian religious scholar and liberal reformer who is regarded 
as the founder of Islamic modernism, wrote: “Every individual has an 
opinion about politics and the social organization of the nation. . . .Thus, 
many Muslims now believe that the call to caliphate, which is in accor-
dance with religious laws, is against their interests, considering such an 
advocate not only their enemy but an enemy to Islam as well.”12 John Voll 
states it thus: “The evolution of the Islamic social order emphasized the 
ideal of a community that is integrated as a whole through personalized 
associations. Although there were rich and poor, leaders and followers, 
elites and masses, the social groupings did not create entities (like class, 
church, or state) that stood ‘between the individual and the community 
of the faithful’ as a whole. The sense of belonging to the ummah became 
a central feeling, and for the Sunni majority, that sense had a higher claim 
than loyalty to a particular state. That tradition of social order has helped 
to shape modern socio-political development in the Islamic world.”13 In 
this regard, Moussalli correctly argues that the concept of civil society, 
which marks the transition from the natural to the civil or political condi-
tion, must be examined within a general theory of politics.

While the practical application of these theoretical precepts favoring 
civil society has fallen short, the theory underlying the potential role of 
civil society in Islamic thinking is nonetheless critical to examine, given 
the intense debate, controversy, and profound misunderstanding sur-
rounding Islamist politics and Islamic political culture. Although tradi-
tional Islamic societies did not experience the kind of civil society that 
later emerged in Europe, they did possess those conditions necessary (al-
beit insufficient) for the development of a viable civil society and asso-
ciational life.14 The Tunisian Islamist Rachid al-Ghannouchi (who is the 
exiled leader of the [opposition] Tunisian Islamic al-Nahda [Renaissance] 
party) characterizes it thus: “Civil society was proposed as a counter to 
the natural state that preceded it. Humans in the natural state were said 
to have been dominated by anarchy, power, oppression, and hegemony, 
whereas the newly conceived civil society is founded on a contract among 
free individuals.”15 These ideas formed the theoretical and political foun-
dation for modern Islamist debates on the role of civil society and could, 
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under better political conditions in Palestine and the region as a whole, 
act as forces of moderation, stability, and development.

According to Moussalli, the first Islamic community was referred to as 
a civil society—al-mujtama‘ al-madani. “Civil” in this context described 
a city where Muslims were allied on tribal and geographic lines as were 
Jews and others. The resulting social structure was therefore character-
ized by a variety of religions and outlooks, a pluralism that was accepted 
not only by the Prophet but by the first Islamic constitution (622 CE), 
which legalized the right of people comprising each minority to live ac-
cording to their own laws and scriptures and run their own affairs, as 
long as they did not threaten the state. In fact, the constitution, which 
effectively established the first Islamic state, was written in order to end 
terrible intertribal fighting; it provided for a set of rights for the Mus-
lim, Jewish, and pagan communities of Medina, bringing them together 
within the context of one community, the umma.16 Hence, the Jewish 
tribes were part of the same community with Muslims but had their own 
religion. Perhaps more importantly for purposes of this discussion, each 
religious and tribal group was allowed its own representative leadership 
who, like their Muslim counterparts, would mediate between the state 
and the people as necessary. This was seen clearly during the Ottoman 
period in laws that codified the rights of Christian and Jewish minorities 
to run their own affairs and gave their leaders latitude as government 
intermediaries.17

In the history of Islam, the role of social intermediary was embraced 
by more than one segment of civil society and is linked to the Quranic 
concept of hisba, the duty to do good and shun evil (al-amr bi’l-ma‘ ruf 
wa’l-nahy ‘an al-munkar), which morally and politically demanded the 
active involvement of civil society in social and political affairs.18 In fact, 
several Islamic social institutions in Gaza including al-Mujamma al-
Islami, contain statutes with the following Quranic verse: “Let there arise 
out of you a band of people inviting to all that is good, enjoining what is 
right and forbidding what is wrong. They are the ones to attain felicity.”19

The importance of the intermediary role (especially for purposes of 
this study) lies in the fact that historically different civil society actors 
were able to exercise legitimate social authority outside state control in 
roles that were vital to community well-being and to safeguard that au-
thority against state interference or trespass. For example, the notables 
(al-ashraf), who were connected historically to the Prophet and therefore 
had enormous social prestige and influence, often intervened with politi-
cal authorities on behalf of the people. Their social role was, to varying 
degrees, tied to that of other social organizations such as guilds (asnaf)
and Islamic charitable trusts (awqaf), which enjoyed marked autonomy 
from the central government.20
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Because the notables’ authority in the community was often tied to the 
marketplace, the notables and the craftspeople were aligned and united 
economically and politically in a complex web of interrelationships. So 
linked, these groups “had created a multi-layered framework through 
which individuals belonged to each local community, and they connected 
this framework to the more general ideal of the Islamic community (the 
ummah).”21 The resulting structures and rules served to protect individu-
als and certain civil society actors from state abuses, ensuring for society 
a high degree of independence.22 It was a society based on “freedom and 
voluntary cooperation politically, where authority is not repressive, as 
well as socially and culturally, that is with regard to relations among its 
individual members.”23

The writers Wajih Kawtharani and Khalid Ziyada, both Lebanese 
historians, and Burhan Ghalyun, a Syrian political scientist,24 embrace 
a prominent role for civil society in Arab society under more open po-
litical conditions. They analyze it thus: Despite the expansion of state-
dominated structures, which tried to appropriate and instrumentalize 
Islam for their own political purposes, the “true emancipatory essence 
of religion remained intact and was protected through the institutions 
of the traditional intermediary sphere,”25 which preserved the organiza-
tional and cultural variety of the umma in a medieval social contract. 
Thus, under the auspices of religion, a civil society could develop that 
provided not only services but also protection from a repressive state. 
Kawtharani further calls for the revitalization of civilian associations, 
such as religious endowments, as a way to build a social contract within 
Arab societies.26

The legitimacy and centrality of civil society in Islamic history is fur-
ther evidenced by the role of legal-religious scholars who played the 
powerful intermediary role of representing popular grievances before the 
state.27 Since the Prophet Mohammad did not provide for a priesthood or 
similar religious institution, nor was any official after Mohammad con-
sidered to possess prophetic or infallible religious powers, a body of men 
gradually developed with specialized religious functions focused largely 
on the Quran and the Hadith (the sayings of the Prophet). As Muslim 
law came to occupy a central place in Islam, these religious figures in-
creasingly merged with legal scholars and jurists, eventually producing 
an identifiable body of ulama—scholars, jurists, and teachers educated 
in the Islamic sciences, particularly during the early part of the Abbasid 
period (749–1258).28 Given the focal and historical role of law in Islam, 
“the leaders of the ‘ulama concentrated on the development, exegesis, 
enforcement, and teaching of Islamic law, a law that embraced not only 
matters that Westerners would consider ‘religious’ but most aspects of the 
life of a believer.”29
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Thus, legislation was not considered a function of government but 
rather the domain of civil society as interpreted by the ulama. In theory, 
the ulama, who eventually organized into different legal schools, played 
an important role in the affairs of the state, and their primary goal was 
not to govern so much as to establish law and order (by issuing legal 
opinions), which in turn would facilitate the implementation of the sharia 
(the eternal principles of religion and revealed law). Because the ulama 
derived their legitimacy from civil society and not from government, their 
role was not only legal but moral and beyond the reach of a coercive 
state.30 Traditionally, religious scholars played two roles: They “legiti-
mized despotic rule (as long as its representatives respected the shari‘ah 
in all aspects of society and continued to allow scholars access to the 
masses)” and simultaneously “protected the people from repression and 
despotic excesses by systematically limiting the scope of politics.”31

Munir Shafiq, a Palestinian writer (and Christian convert to Islam), 
describes it this way:

Ever since the founding of the Umayyad Caliphate [661–749], the 
gap between the ‘ulama (scholars) and religion on the one hand and 
the state on the other gradually began to widen. . . . Since then, and 
until the end of the Ottoman period, the regime was described as the 
“rule of avarice and conquest.” . . . The ‘ulama had become the au-
thority to whom the people turned in times of crisis and difficulties, 
when oppression and degradation became totally unbearable. . . . 
Some sort of deal, a settlement, was struck between the ‘ulama and 
rulers. The ‘ulama did not incite rebellion against the rulers even 
though they despised the “disagreeable” separation between ruler 
and religion. At the same time, they did not condone deviant prac-
tices, and thus concentrated their efforts on consolidating the role 
and position of religion in society. In a sense the ‘ulama were the 
last line of defence for the people in times of crisis and tribulation.32

Hence, the ulama sought acceptance from society, not from govern-
ment, and their power (particularly as the “guardians of public moral-
ity”33) depended on their followers, not on a ruler, who had no authority 
over the opinions of the ulama. Law was civil in nature, resulting from 
the interaction between scholars, who were known to be quite assertive,34

and different segments of civil society, although it often dealt with po-
litical concerns. Not surprisingly, governments would often impose their 
will on an unreceptive population, but the right to legislate, theoretically 
and practically, still resided with society, although the relationship be-
tween ruler and ulama was characterized by periods of conflict over the 
past 1,400 years.35 In fact, “most political doctrines and religious issues 
were settled . . . away from the intervention of governments. When a legal 
opinion of a scholar became widely accepted in society, it became a part 
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of the legislative compendium of the community that the government had 
to honor and fulfill.”36

Furthermore, according to al-Ghannouchi, Shafiq, and others, this pe-
riod of ideal Islamic rule (when scripture and the will of the community 
were superior to the ruler’s will; the state was accountable to society; leg-
islation remained the responsibility of the scholars; and the ruler’s power 
was limited by the sharia, the ulama, and popular consensus) was also 
a time when a variety of other institutions (e.g., public, judicial, educa-
tional, and cultural), funded by the awqaf, were able to maintain a high 
degree of independence from the state.37

It was a period in the Islamic experience when the relationship between 
the state and society “afforded society a wide scope for initiative, orga-
nization, and self-sufficiency.”38 The Lebanese sociologist Khalid Ziyada 
states that this separation of politics and religion led to a consistent pat-
tern of functional differentiation, whereby the state assumed responsibil-
ity for certain tasks such as tax collection and the preservation of social 
order, and civil society (through the religious institutions) focused on the 
provision of services and the cultural reproduction (i.e., the transmission 
of values) of the umma. Yet the two authorities were not entirely isolated 
from each other but linked by their interdependence, however delicate.39

With colonialist intervention in most of the Arab and Islamic coun-
tries (notably through modernization/secularization campaigns) and the 
emergence of the modern territorial state in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, the traditional Islamic citizens’ society and its characteristic 
institutions—the traditional intermediary sphere, which al-Ghannouchi 
argues was the precursor for democracy in the Arab world—were de-
stroyed. With the rise of the externally imposed nation-state, the classical 
separation of power between the ruler and the scholars ended, as did the 
functional distinction between the political and religious/social spheres.40

For example, under colonial rule, the awqaf and many religious edu-
cational institutions in many Arab and Islamic countries were seized by 
the state and placed under its control. Shafiq argues that the worst assault 
came after independence and the establishment of secular Muslim regimes, 
which placed all religious institutions and associations under government 
control, stripping them of independence. (However, Meir Hatina argues 
that these institutions maintained an “ethos of religio-political unity [that] 
became the ideological raison d’etre of the twentieth-century Islamic move-
ments, which transformed faith into an assertive force aimed at bringing 
about sociopolitical change by evolution, or if necessary, by revolution.”41)

Whereas in the West the relationship between secularism, the church, 
religion and the state stabilized through an historic accord that left 
the church and its charitable, educational and media institutions 
completely independent, the secularist authorities in the Muslim 
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world have not agreed to any settlement with Islam and its institu-
tions; instead, they have sought to eliminate Islamic rivals or at least 
subdue them through a process known as “drying of the springs.”42

So degraded, religious institutions became instruments for rulers to use to 
further their own (secular) goals. The ulama, says al-Ghannouchi, could 
either defer to the new authoritarian structure and hopefully secure cer-
tain freedoms, particularly in education, or oppose the ruling regime, as 
the Muslim Brotherhood did in Egypt (through both peaceful and violent 
means).43

Incapable of preserving its institutional authenticity, Islamic civil soci-
ety was replaced by a political and economic order that was unable (and 
unwilling?) to reproduce the civil roles once played by the ulama and oth-
ers, precluding the transition to democracy.44 Nawaf Salam, the current 
Lebanese ambassador to the United Nations, argues that what was being 
asked of society was nothing less than its own demobilization: trading 
political rights to participation for social justice and national dignity en-
forced through coercive government methods.45

The obstacles to democracy in the Arab world are not limited to for-
eign influence alone but emanate as well from extremist thinking within 
the Islamic movement, according to al-Ghannouchi. The strategies of vio-
lence used by Islamist groups in the 1980s and 1990s failed, and they 
contrast profoundly with the concept of gradual change in Islamic think-
ing. Like many secular thinkers, al-Ghannouchi argues that a complete 
rejection of modern social structures in favor of an essentialized religious 
formation is a political and social dead end. He opposes the militant 
paradigm espoused by Sayyid Qutb (see below), which he regards as ahis-
torical and ill-suited for adaptation to current social realities. (However, 
al-Ghannouchi argues that such extremism is not organic to Islam but re-
sults from an environment of political repression. Hence, in a more open, 
inclusive political system Islamic radicalism will mitigate.46)

In this way, al-Ghannouchi and other Islamist intellectuals such as the 
controversial scholar and dean of the Sharia faculty at the University 
of Qatar, Sheikh Yusuf al-Qaradawi,47 and the Egyptian activist Kamal 
Habib call for a reevaluation of the nature of political involvement within 
an Islamist frame of reference,48 that is, shifting away from the decades-
long obsession with politics in favor of social and cultural rediscovery 
in order to lay the groundwork for Islamic reform, notably the “moral 
re-education of the individual and the articulation of a moral-ethical civi-
lizatory project.”49 They view this sort of gradual political reevaluation 
as being possible only in “intermediary social and cultural spaces be-
tween the state-controlled official politics and the individual sphere . . . 
allow[ing] [Islamist] movements to become acquainted with the pluralist 
features of modern civil societies.”50
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Clearly, Islam, like all belief systems, is not (politically or theoretically) 
monolithic and rigid but contains within it (opposing) trends—both au-
thoritarian and participatory51—for addressing the ongoing tension be-
tween tradition and modernity that are expressed differently in different 
contexts. The political philosophy embraced by Hamas illustrates these 
different trends, drawing as it does from both authoritarian and partici-
patory traditions.52 Such trends are visible in modern Islamist discourses 
on civil society, ranging from those that reject any societal role that chal-
lenges Islamic doctrine and allow for only one (divine) interpretation (the 
minority), to those (including Hamas) that allow for pluralistic interpre-
tations of doctrine and view society as the ultimate source of legitimacy, 
assigning it the right to oversee and challenge political authority (the 
majority). Meir Hatina terms the latter centrists.53

Islamist discourses on civil society—be they radical or moderate—do 
advocate certain common beliefs such as the Quranic injunction to enjoin 
good and forbid evil—although they differ profoundly in their under-
standing of how best to actualize it. Perhaps the most powerful com-
monality regards sharia and the need to restore it (largely, but not always 
entirely, rejecting Western legal thought) as the basis of law and the foun-
dation of an Islamic order or society (and ultimately an Islamic state).

Similarly there is consensus around the belief that government must 
ensure an Islamic life and enforce Islamic law; that Allah, who is the 
maker of law and who defines good and evil, is the source of authority 
and sovereignty in society; that this authority is then delegated by Allah 
to the nation or community and by the community to the ruler, hence 
the community has the authority to apply God’s law and is the source of 
all power; and that the ruler, whether a caliph, imam, or president, is the 
“mere representative, agent or employee of the community that elects, su-
pervises and if necessary deposes him [should he violate the community’s 
trust and fail to execute God’s law], either directly or via its representa-
tives.”54 Indeed, it is tyranny—secular or religious—that is a core concern 
for both the radical and the reformist. That said, there are clear theoreti-
cal differences over the relationship between the ruler and the ruled, the 
role of civil society, and the obligations of the state to the society and to 
the individual (and over the parameters of legitimate state behavior).

The Radical and Moderate (or More 
Progressive) Schools of Thought

I should say at the outset that the use of the terms “ radical” and “moder-
ate” is problematic: Each term implies attributes that may not necessarily 
apply, and both terms are loaded politically. For example, in the Middle 
Eastern context “moderate” often refers to regimes politically allied to 
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the United States. Furthermore, some individuals considered moderate 
might be better termed traditionalist. And, as Samuel Helfont argues, 
there is a difference between thought that is modern and moderate—the 
former does not necessarily lead to the latter.55 “Radical” and “moderate” 
are used here to delineate certain important differences in philosophical 
approaches (e.g., flexibility in interpretation).

One school of thought, which Moussalli terms radical Islamic fun-
damentalism, is based on a few exclusivist concepts: “authenticity, one-
sidedness of truth, purity, superiority and above all salvational knowl-
edge.”56 By contrast, the progressive school represents a more modern 
and moderate trend and is characterized by pragmatism and adaptability. 
This school allows more than one interpretation of Islamic legislation and 
argues that the legislative process must reflect a society’s beliefs and in-
terests. The progressive discourse addresses the need for change in terms 
of “religious and social criticism, the Islamic understanding of politics, 
the attitude to political rule and the necessity of dialogue with secular 
forces.”57 Voll similarly argues that these different schools or “styles of 
Islamic action and response” represent the “interplay between the chal-
lenge of adapting to changing conditions and the steady adherence to the 
fundamentals of the faith,”58 reflecting a struggle to balance the demands 
for continuity with the need to accommodate change.

Collectively these two schools offer a range of positions and under-
standings of civil society and its role in Islamic life and illustrate the vari-
ety of thinking on this issue.59 However, it is also clear that an absolute or 
binary delineation in theory and position are problematic, since one often 
finds seemingly contradictory positions in a given school or in intellectual 
representations of that school.60 Furthermore, and most important for 
this study, the scholar Gudrun Kramer makes the point that “it is not 
possible to talk about Islam and democracy in general, but only about 
Muslims living and theorizing under specific historical circumstances. . . . 
There are certainly essentials of the faith . . . accepted by all who consider 
themselves to be Muslims and who are recognized as coreligionists. But 
these thinkers differ considerably as to how an Islamic society should be 
organized. What is required, therefore, is specificity.”61 And by “specific-
ity” Kramer argues for the critical importance of understanding Muslims 
from within the specific political, economic, and social contexts that de-
fine their daily reality.

The Radical Discourse

The radical school is perhaps best illustrated by the political philosophy 
of Sayyid Qutb and his adherents. It is characterized by a set of conditions 
and assumptions that collectively negate the possibility of a pluralistic 
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civil society or an independent associational life. Qutb argues that divine 
will can be expressed only through the free choice of the people. Thus the 
power to rule derives from men, not from God, since it is delegated by 
God to the people, not to the state. Thus, the state’s authority is given and 
legitimized by popular consent and social agreement and not by divine 
ordination.62 Submission to popular will is therefore a religious obliga-
tion. People grant the ruler authority because they believe he will follow 
the law and act in their interest. According to Qutb, shura or the idealized 
Islamic concept of “participation qua consultation” will ensure “human 
control of human affairs within the bounds of the law.”63

Within this paradigm little if any value is assigned to individual free-
dom; individual rights are subsumed to community rights and deferred 
to the state, which in turn is responsible for ensuring social unity, so-
cial harmony, and moral order. Nothing that could disrupt or otherwise 
threaten social unity or the general will is allowed; political parties, asso-
ciations, and civil institutions must therefore represent the majority view 
and work harmoniously together.64

Hence, only the community can represent the individual, and com-
munal interests—represented and implemented by the state—are para-
mount. Consequently, only the state represents and embodies the public 
will—itself contracted freely between the ruler and the people—and has 
the right to control the life of the individual and of society. The commu-
nity, therefore, has no right to challenge, let alone supervise, the govern-
ment as long as it remains faithful to Islam.

Since the sharia was seen by Qutb as a complete system65 that needed 
only to be applied, a legislature was considered unnecessary, a position 
Hamas does not hold.66 (Qutb also believed that through sharia man 
becomes complete and finds true freedom, a belief Hamas does share.)67

Should the state violate the legislative substance of the Quran and act 
godlessly, people do have the right to disobey and use violence against 
the state as the only means of change. (Anwar al-Sadat’s assassination 
was justified in this way.) Qutb states, “According to Islam, the most seri-
ous injustice is luring people from the worship of God and forcing them 
to deify those rulers who empower themselves to legalize what God has 
prohibited and to prohibit what God has allowed.”68 Framed in this way, 
the only legitimate society is one that is religiously Islamic. Any violation 
of this society becomes a violation of religion itself.

For Qutb, groups that do not believe in Islam are denied participa-
tion; religious minorities are tolerated but disempowered; and individual 
freedom of expression is directly tied to the individual’s ideological un-
derstanding of Islam (which led Qutb to believe that most existing so-
cieties were jahili or pagan69). Hence, while voluntary civil institutions 
are important and the state is secondary, those institutions must serve 
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communal interests and not the particular needs of individual segments 
of civil society, which Qutb considers illegitimate.70

The commitment to Islam as a comprehensive, indivisible system ne-
gating individuality and differences of all kinds is a characteristic thread 
of the radical Islamist discourse on civil society.71 Similarly, the radical 
discourse views human rationalization, analytical deduction, group con-
sultation, or any attempt to interpret, adjudicate, or intellectualize prob-
lems outside an Islamic framework or away from their divine source as 
not only invalid but illegitimate and heretical. Such deviation is not only 
a violation of the law; it is a violation of the faith. Furthermore, since 
sovereignty belongs only to God, all differences within the community—
political, economic, or social—must be adjudicated solely by referring to 
Islamic texts and opinions. For the radical Islamists, therefore, only those 
civil institutions that follow Islamic religious injunction are acceptable.

The Moderate Discourse

Another, more progressive school of Islamist thought, the moderates (for 
want of a better term), is more open to non-Islamic systems, beliefs, and 
institutions and to multiple modes of interpretation.72 The moderates at-
tribute social ills and violence to the absence of pluralism and democ-
racy within civil society, which, they believe, are critical to individual and 
community well-being. Rather than insist on the exclusivity and superior-
ity of Islamic thought, the moderates insist on the need to “harmonize re-
ligion and the world”73 since Islam is more than just religion; it is society. 
They argue therefore that the conflict between the East and the West is 
not due to religious or cultural factors but to political ones (i.e., colonial-
ism and imperialism); as such, it can be resolved.

Certain themes characterize the moderate Islamist discourse. One is 
the importance of, and need for, pluralistic (rather than purely dogmatic) 
interpretation of doctrinal texts and methodological flexibility, given that 
no one human being can produce a definitive interpretation of God’s 
laws. Abdelwahab El-Affendi, a scholar of Islam at the University of 
Westminster, writes:

If we were to identify the most problematic feature of traditional 
Islamic thought in general, and political thought in particular, we 
could call it “textualism,” that is, the tendency to seek solutions 
(only) within the confines of earlier precedents or expertly sanc-
tioned conduct. . . . Modern Islamic writers, chief among whom . . . 
[is] Sayyid Qutb, have contributed to this confusion, especially by 
emphasizing the notion of “God’s authority” within the Islamic state. 
They seem to create, by this formula, the illusion that the conflicts 
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taking place in Muslim polities are between God and some people, 
and not, as has always been the case, between different groups of 
people, none of whom disputes God’s authority, but all dispute that 
of each other. To say . . . that “authority belongs to God alone,” is to 
bypass the basic question at issue: who should exercise this authority 
and how?74

Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1838–1897), Muhammad Abduh (a disciple 
of al-Afghani), and Rashid Rida (1865–1935, a disciple of Abduh), all 
key figures in the modern Islamic reform tradition, attempted, in their 
own ways, to reinterpret traditional Islamic ideas in order to address the 
challenging and painful problems brought about by the growing interac-
tion and confrontation between the Christian West and the Islamic East. 
They rejected pure traditionalism and pure Westernism (i.e., uncritical 
imitation of the West) and sought to reinterpret Islam and the Islamic 
past in new modes that were modern and nationalist,75 focusing on what 
became a characteristic feature of Islamic modernists: the need for ar-
ticulating pragmatic values in a rapidly changing world. These values 
included the “virtues of reform and self-strengthening,”76 “political activ-
ism, the freer use of human reason, and efforts to build up the political 
and military power of Islamic states.”77 As Amr Hamzawy states, they 
sought “to develop the fundamentals of a contemporary and civilizatory 
societal project in harmony with Islam, with intellectual horizons that 
call into question both the unthinking copying of the West and the un-
critical following of the salaf as-salih (the forefathers).”78

Hamas similarly recognizes that while the sharia must be the basis of 
legislation, providing a set of general principles that address the needs 
of the individual as well as the community, it needs to be augmented by 
other legal systems and sources of knowledge, which include Western 
as well as Islamic legal traditions. In an interview I had with Ismail Abu 
Shanab in 1999, he also stated that Islamists must study Western systems, 
critique them, and incorporate what is meaningful in them into their own 
system.79

Hassan al-Banna (1906–1949), the founder of the Muslim Brother-
hood in Egypt, had, as a priority, the creation of an Islamic order (al-
nizam al-islami), a model of society that is based on the authentic Islamic 
principles but grounded in modernity. Concerned far more with the na-
ture, reform, and future of Muslim society (in the twentieth century) than 
with any specific political order (including the historical caliphate, which 
was abolished in 1924) or the establishment of religious government, al-
Banna stressed the importance of the individual (and his spiritual awak-
ening) to the community and to the nation. Once the individual has be-
come Islamized, so will his family and eventually the nation. Nations will 
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always suffer as long as individuals suffer; nations cannot reform until 
individuals do.80 The goal was not only to modernize life but to Islamize 
life along modern lines.81

For al-Banna, Islam was far more than the sum of its legislation; it was 
a system that allowed for individual and collective reformulations and 
adaptations of its laws to modern life. Thus, legislation must reflect the 
interests and convictions of society as it exists today. (The state, however, 
was necessary to protect Islam). The Quran needed to become more rel-
evant to the modern life of Muslims and therefore required new inter-
pretations. Furthermore, al-Banna and the Brothers “claimed to offer the 
contemporary Muslim freedom from tradition,”82 freedom from the past, 
even a rejection of it, if “the attribution of sacredness to the old stands 
always in the path of every renaissance.”83

In this way, Islamic law becomes more flexible and universal in out-
look, articulating principles “necessary for progress and happiness in all 
times and places.”84 One of these principles was that of ijtihad or inter-
pretation in order to help Muslims address the needs of the community. 
There was also “analogy” (qiyas) and “consensus” (ijma‘) in order to 
make Islam more relevant to modern times. The Muslim ruler’s author-
ity to legislate in the interests of society85 derives from the people and 
must reflect their interests, a relationship al-Banna described as a social 
contract. If the ruler fails to honor this contract, the nation is freed from 
obedience and loyalty to him, a belief shared with the radical school.86

In an oft-cited statement, al-Banna summarized it thus: “We believe the 
provisions of Islam and its teachings are all inclusive, encompassing the 
affairs of the people in this world and the hereafter. And those who think 
that these teachings are concerned only with the spiritual or ritualistic 
aspects are mistaken in this belief because Islam is a faith and a ritual, a 
nation (watan) and a nationality, a religion and a state, spirit and deed, 
holy text and sword. . . . The glorious Qur’an . . . considers [these things] 
to be the core of Islam and its essence.”87

Central to the implementation of social will are individual freedom 
and the greater importance of the community—a key source of legiti-
macy—compared with the state, which plays a limited role and is ac-
countable to the people. Although the state must adhere to religious 
teachings, Shafiq and al-Ghannouchi argue it must articulate policies 
that best serve and reflect the interests of the community as opposed 
to the ruler’s (or ruling class’s) own.88 In a similar manner, Abu Shanab 
stated: “In the Islamic system, the Head of State [al-khalifah] represents 
the nation, not God. The community does not choose al-khalifah except 
to be their representative . . . so he does not derive his authority except 
from representing the community which has . . . the right to watch him 
and forbid him from getting beyond the borders of his brief.”89 Hence, 
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the ruler possesses representative, not religious authority.90 Furthermore, 
according to Jeroen Gunning, Hamas places “representative authority 
above religious authority—on the ground that the Prophet’s successors 
derived their authority from having a popular mandate . . . while allow-
ing representatives to draw on religo-legal expertise where needed.”91

Hence, for Hamas it is more important for political authority to obtain 
popular trust than religious sanction.

In fact, for Hamas two critical conditions of legitimate authority in an 
Islamic state are shura, whereby the ruler consults with his people, allow-
ing them to shape policy, and ijma‘, the need for consensus. Elections are 
essential to maintaining the consultative process for they guarantee the 
freedom to chose and express opinion. But shura must also be practiced 
daily so that leaders can remain in constant touch with their constituents. 
“It is this shura model that informs much of Hamas’ internal practice as 
well as its behavior during the municipal and legislative elections.”92

Hamas further argues that a divine contract without a social contract 
is illegitimate, as is the social without the divine, further underlining the 
importance of consent and consultation. In the former the people’s sov-
ereignty is denied, and in the latter God’s sovereignty. Hence, “[t]he dual 
contract is the foundation of Hamas’ political theory”:93 “one between 
the people and their representatives (safeguarding free will), and one be-
tween the people and God (safeguarding divine design).”94 (Embedded 
in this duality, however, is the tension between individual freedom and 
submission to God’s design.)95

Whereas the radical discourse insisted that strict adherence to tex-
tual stipulations is enough for the creation of a proper Islamic society, 
the moderates argue that adherence to doctrine in the absence of social 
awareness will fail to bring about a revival along Islamic lines. What is 
called for is a reinvigoration of Islamic thought and institutions based 
on greater openness, dialogue, and even cooperation. Says Shafiq, “One 
should also note here that the adherence of the Muslim mind to the tex-
tual frame of reference necessitates an interaction with life and reality 
from a strictly objective standpoint characterized by what typifies the 
scientific approach to learning and to the discovery of phenomena. . . . 
[In this way], [t]he mind, which . . . appears to be restrained by the text 
. . . is nevertheless given wide scope for innovation.”96 Underlying social 
awareness is the need to recognize the existence of many belief systems, 
not just one. There is a recognition that God created difference and that 
this difference is good for humanity and the Muslim community (as long 
as it remains within an Islamic framework).97

In this regard many Islamists including al-Ghannouchi, al-Qaradawi,98

al-Banna, al-‘Awwa, Sheikh Muhammad al-Ghazali (an Egyptian cleric 
and scholar, 1917–1996), Muhammad ‘Imara (Egyptian intellectual), and 
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Hassan al-Turabi (Sudanese Islamic political leader) reject a one-party 
system as unviable and call for multiparty politics and representative par-
ties as critical forces in the revival of the Islamic community (although 
for many, such as al-‘Awwa, these parties would have to adhere to Islamic 
values).99

Al-Ghannouchi (like some leaders of Hamas100) argues not only that 
pluralism is sanctioned by religion—even to the point of allowing parties 
that advocated communism101 and atheism—but that religion and de-
mocracy are not contradictory. He argues that Islam, which is the distin-
guishing feature of an Islamic civil society, has a civilizing influence on its 
members and consolidates civil society through a belief that all people are 
equal and judged according to their deeds; a belief in the value of hard 
work, which is considered a religious duty; the principle that preserv-
ing life and bettering the community as a whole is more important than 
preserving individual wealth; a passion for freedom; and the belief that 
the authority of religion is based on the freedom of ijtihad, which values 
innovation and creativity.102 This means acceptance of Islamic societies 
engaging in a process of mass political participation (including in the 
establishment of a secular democracy103) in order to gain access to power 
without violence, if possible, and rejecting Qutb’s approach. Says al-
Ghannouchi, “Power sharing in a Muslim or non-Muslim environment 
becomes a necessity in order to lay the foundations of the social order.”104

Sa‘id Hawwa (1935–1989), a Syrian Muslim Brother and a leading 
figure in the Islamic movement in Syria under the Baath party, also was 
concerned about the state of Islam—the nature of Islamic decline and 
the need for its revival—under (heretical) secularized state regimes.105 Al-
though he rejected some of Qutb’s formulations, he advocated a return of 
Islam to the example of the salaf as-salih as a way of freeing it from West-
ern dominance, but he did not do so uncritically. He argued, for example, 
against a one-party system. People should be free to form political par-
ties (without insulting Islamic beliefs and values), which must be allowed 
to articulate positions and publish without censorship. Should conflicts 
arise, they must be resolved through rational discourse and reasoning—
not by government but by the courts—a position the radical school re-
jects. Popular participation and freedom of association, then, is not only 
sanctioned but ensured. In this way among others, the citizen in an Is-
lamic civil society becomes a force for positive change, understanding the 
value of voluntary belonging.106

Hence, for the more progressive Islamist thinkers a proper Islamic soci-
ety is one that seeks popular political participation and freedom of asso-
ciation, particularly with regard to the formation of civil institutions. The 
former is guaranteed through the institution of shura, which obligates the 
head of state to engage with the elected community leaders, and which is 
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often presented as the functional equivalent of a Western parliamentary 
system and indicative of acceptance of the principle of majority deci-
sion as the basis of an Islamic democracy.107 According to al-Ghannouchi, 
Shafiq, and Hawwa, Islamic society tolerates diversity, pursues social jus-
tice, and protects human dignity. Because authority (after God) belongs 
to and is retained by the community, the state must yield to civil society 
and its institutions—which are free to organize as necessary—and to the 
sovereignty of law.

Relevance to the Present Study of Islamist 
Social Institutions in Palestine

Important concepts run through the moderate discourse that are par-
ticularly important for, and characteristic of, the work of Hamas social 
institutions. First, Islam in general is dynamic, inherently flexible, and 
open to a range of interpretations—an essential foundation for building 
and sustaining a viable civil society, including innovation and experimen-
tation. This dynamism is expressed in a desire to combine cultural and 
religious renewal with the changing realities of modern day life (albeit 
within limits that do not violate religious belief or moral conduct). This 
refers to the dynamic interaction of the Islamists with their sociopolitical 
environment and its attendant constraints.108

Second, and related to the first, is the value assigned to rational thought 
and rational debate, human reasoning and insight, human (and enlight-
ened) ijtihad, and to the widening of the parameters of intellectual dis-
course (and pluralism) that this implies. Third, knowledge and expertise 
are valued in the pursuit of one’s goals. Fourth is the concern for the 
human being, for human dignity and well-being, itself derived from Is-
lam’s recognition of man’s special status and his responsibility for im-
proving human society but within parameters strictly defined by devotion 
to God and morality—creating a “sound (moral) Muslim.”109 Fifth is the 
importance of engaging in and with the community, both for individuals 
and for the realization of political goals.

Sixth is the importance of institutions as (autonomous) social actors 
pursuing the revival of Islamic society, a society characterized by grad-
ualism, social justice, human rights, respect for law, and the preserva-
tion of human dignity. In this sense, the moderate mainstream Islamic 
discourse is more moral than political and, like its secular counterpart, 
also speaks to the idea of a shared “faith” that is not only religious in 
nature but ethical as well. I define it here as a set of values that animates 
civil institutions and contributes to the development of political, social, 
and professional life. Indeed, active, pluralist participation in social and 
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cultural institutions in particular “represents the most promising strategy 
for gradual reform in accordance with Islam.”110

The key question, then, is how to secure democracy and freedom for 
Muslim societies as they exist and not as they are supposed to be accord-
ing to one vision or another.111 Furthermore, some Islamists “held that 
society must rely on varied personal and informal ties, which are the dis-
tinctive characteristics of an authentic traditional community. [Hence], 
political parties, professional associations, investment companies and 
charitable organizations fill a central role in the transition to democracy 
. . . and should be encouraged rather than restricted.”112

Seventh is the concept of enlisting society in the practical resolution 
of its own problems. That is, while the commitment to religious doctrine 
and the ideological boundaries of Islam on the part of society are es-
sential, without a clear commitment to social and political values and 
activism—to the value of mundane (and not only divine) action, as al-
Ghannouchi states it—religiosity and traditional jurisprudence alone be-
come meaningless.

Eighth, it follows that society is the primary institution in Islam tasked 
to enjoin good and forbid evil—revitalize the community—and must be 
allowed to do so without interference. Ninth, the role of the individual 
and of individuals in the renewal of Islamic society is recognized and 
cannot be violated, underlining the importance of voluntary belonging 
and voluntary action. Tenth, the revitalization of society cannot occur 
without social consensus and is in fact predicated on it. Eleventh, non-
violence is an unquestioned value, providing the overall framework for 
good works.

Implicit in all this is the belief that civil society is a precondition for 
achieving other desirable goals: political and social democratization, eco-
nomic growth and development, justice, cultural identity, and, if neces-
sary, popular resistance. In Iran, the liberal religious author Majid Mohm-
madi describes those advantages of civil society as including greater 
popular participation in decision-making processes, the institutionaliza-
tion of public affairs, strengthening mutual trust in society, and the de-
secularization of individuals and groups in power.113

Why, then, are the structures of civil society in most Muslim polities 
so weak?

Some would argue that this weakness is endemic to these societies and 
their religious and cultural orientation. El-Affendi argues something dif-
ferent and characterizes the weakness of civil society as “a dynamic real-
ity which is being created and recreated daily in front of our very eyes. At 
this very moment ‘civilised’ acts of oppression are taking place in tens of 
Muslim capitals and countless other cities, where a frontal assault is being 
launched on the organs of civil society: schools, private associations, civic 
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organisations etc., under this pretext or that. The destruction of civil so-
ciety in Muslim lands is, to reiterate, not a relic of history nor is it the 
consequence of culture or ideology. It is an outright act of vandalism, 
which is reproducing itself daily, with increasing violence.”114

Stated differently, Moussalli asks: “Are the moderate fundamental-
ists—the majority of whom are denied the right to form political parties, 
even when they represent substantial segments of society [as they argu-
ably do in Palestine today]—in any way responsible for the tyranny and 
lack of democratic civil institutions in the Arab world?”115 An examina-
tion of Islamist civil institutions in Gaza (and the West Bank) will argue 
for the possibilities created by moderate reformist Islam in Palestine, pos-
sibilities embodied in associations that, despite limitations of their own, 
have long represented moderation and stability and even creativity in a 
consistently declining and increasingly fractured society.



Chapter 4

THE EVOLUTION OF ISLAMIST SOCIAL

INSTITUTIONS IN THE GAZA STRIP: BEFORE AND

DURING OSLO (A SOCIOPOLITICAL HISTORY)

It is by now axiomatic when speaking of Hamas social institutions 
to think of them as part of a larger political and military network en-
gaged in terrorism. It is equally axiomatic when reviewing the histori-
cal development of these institutions to draw a dichotomy between so-
cial institutions interested in da‘wa (religious preaching, education, and 
community-oriented work aimed at the Islamization of society) before 
Hamas was established and those committed to jihad (political activism 
and military struggle) afterward.1 While it is certainly true that Hamas 
as an organization has consistently emphasized political objectives over 
social ones—although this changed visibly during the Oslo period—the 
same cannot be said of the Islamist social sector. The primary transfor-
mation within this sector was not in objectives that suddenly changed 
from social to political, from nonviolent to violent, from reformist to 
revolutionary, but rather in orientation—from one that had long focused 
on religious and educational initiatives dedicated largely if not entirely 
to proselytism to one that increasingly became more broad-based and 
development-oriented (an approach that was supported by key members 
of the political leadership and may, in some cases, have derived directly 
from their initiatives).

Hence, the primary change that occurred between the periods before 
and after the signing of the Oslo Accords lay in the nature of the work 
carried out by Hamas social institutions, not in their politicization. This 
will be explored in chapter 5, by examining how Islamist social insti-
tutions operate and gain popular support. Furthermore, under Hamas 
control, many Islamic social institutions—over time—became less pros-
elytizing and less rigid ideologically than they were prior to 1987, and 
more open and innovative.

Of course no one can deny the political framework in which these social 
organizations operate and their role—direct or indirect—in the political 
strategy of the Islamists. This became especially true after the June 1967 
war with the beginning of Israeli occupation and the defeat of secular, 



A SOCIOPOLITICAL HISTORY 71

nationalist Arab regimes. Although their defeat established a framework 
for the gradual revival of Islamist movements in the Gaza Strip and West 
Bank, it took at least a decade before this resurgence actually became 
marked. As discussed in chapter 2, Islamism did not emerge powerfully in 
Palestinian society in the immediate aftermath of the 1967 war,2 because 
it could not compete with the strength of Palestinian nationalism (and 
it was not until 1973–1974 that the Islamic movement dominated by 
the Muslim Brotherhood [MB] began to reassert itself publicly after the 
defeat of the fedayeen movement in 1971). Rather, its slow and quiescent 
appearance initially complemented that of the secular nationalist PLO. 
Thus, during the first decade of occupation, the Brotherhood focused on 
reorganizing and reasserting itself as a religious organization dedicated 
to social reform.3 In this regard, Beverly Milton-Edwards writes: “The 
group was influenced by the dynamic of Islamic resurgence regionally 
but was unable to generate the necessary internal political climate for 
change. [During the first decade of occupation], [i]t did not find a politi-
cally receptive audience nor would it do so without the catalyst of ex-
ternal actors such as the occupation authorities.”4 This catalyst emerged 
after 1977 when the political impact of Islam began to be felt at the mass 
level, especially in the Gaza Strip, which became the focus of MB activity.

There is no doubt that the Muslim Brotherhood has long used social 
institutions to spread its ideas and increase its influence. The MB’s success 
was tied in large part to the fact that, until the first Intifada in 1987, the 
Brethren largely refrained from violent resistance against the occupation. 
Consequently, the Israeli authorities did not interfere in their activities, 
a lesson learned from the Brotherhood’s experience in Egypt. In fact, be-
cause of their political invisibility at the time in both Gaza and the West 
Bank, Israel did not consider the Brotherhood a threat and actively sup-
ported its work as a counterweight to secular nationalism, a policy that 
Israel would later regret. The MB’s success also derived from working in 
sectors, notably education and welfare, often neglected by the institutions 
of the national movement.5

Some Key Institutions before 1987

The Muslim Brotherhood has always believed that societal (and ulti-
mately political) change is an evolutionary and gradual process that must 
begin with the reform of the individual—from infants to the elderly—
and a return to Islam. Only a reformed, properly Islamic society would 
be prepared to undertake meaningful resistance and a prolonged armed 
struggle. The MB’s ideology was not indigenous and did not focus on 
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Palestine. Rather, it was Egyptian, and it focused on the writings of al-
Banna and Qutb and on the creation of a community of believers ruled 
by sharia law that would lead to the establishment of an Islamic state and 
a resurrected caliphate (i.e., political leadership for the umma—a succes-
sor to the Prophet Mohammad). As a movement, the MB’s orientation 
was Muslim, not Palestinian, something that changed irreversibly with 
the first Palestinian Intifada and the establishment of Hamas.

Consequently, the Brotherhood promoted a conservative approach that 
emphasized Muslim piety and the creation and fortification of a proper 
Islamic society through Islamic reform, an approach that resonated at 
the popular level as the failures of Arab nationalism became increasingly 
stark. As such, the work of the Brotherhood prioritized religious practice, 
the family, women, education, and charity (over resisting Israel, for which 
it was no match)—da‘wa over jihad. The Brotherhood established a va-
riety of institutions both large and small during its first four decades in 
Palestine: nursery schools and kindergartens (often attached to mosques), 
religious schools (typically run by charitable associations), youth clubs, 
sports clubs, orphanages, neighborhood libraries, day care centers, health 
(medical and dental) clinics, and nursing homes.6

However, it was not until the 1970s that the Muslim Brotherhood in 
Gaza—with the acquiescence and support of the Israeli authorities—had 
developed a marked institutional and social infrastructure. This began, 
in effect, with the establishment in 1973 of al-Mujamma al-Islami by 
Sheikh Yassin among others (see chapter 2). Its most prominent leaders 
other than Yassin were Ibrahim al-Yazuri, Abd al-Aziz al-Rantisi, and 
Mahmoud al-Zahar.7 The Mujamma leadership were all men who came 
from refugee families; as such, they were barred from internal political 
structures that were the domain of Gaza’s old and landed elite. They 
received a secular education in Egypt and the United States and returned 
to Gaza as professionals—doctors, dentists, pharmacists, engineers, and 
educators—with skills desperately needed by the community. As a group 
they lacked formal religious training but later came to religion through 
politics. As Milton-Edwards put it, “Their religiosity and spirituality is 
realized through a path that is political rather than metaphysical.”8

Established as a voluntary institution that linked education and reli-
gion within a service construct, the Mujamma stated that its aim was to 
provide Islamic education and sports for Gaza’s youth, and welfare as-
sistance and health care for Gaza’s poor. Encouraged by Israel’s policy of 
noninterference, the Mujamma expanded its institutional base through 
which it continued to provide needed social services, creating a public 
sphere that would rival that of the “state.” (It was also through the Mu-
jamma that the message of reformist Islam was transmitted). Branches 
were established throughout the Gaza Strip, particularly in the refugee 
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camps. These branches ran nursery schools, kindergartens, play groups, 
health clinics, sports and youth clubs, a nursing school, a center for wom-
en’s activities, a drug rehabilitation program, and other social centers and 
religious activities.

The Mujamma operated in the poorest areas of Gaza, renting buildings 
and establishing programs for the local population, an approach that typ-
ified its community work. In Khan Younis, for example, the Mujamma 
established a medical clinic that was staffed by its own membership, set 
up a dental service in the nearby refugee camp, and ran a kindergarten.9

Most activities were centered around the mosque, “combining worship, 
education, and social welfare with subsidized services such as medical 
treatment, children’s day care, free meals, and sports clubs.”10 Typically, 
a mosque would have a kindergarten and Quranic school attached to it; 
some mosques also had their own medical clinics and mobile medical 
units. “In each area, on a particular day, Ikhwan medical specialists in the 
different branches of medicine would provide free medical consultations 
on a voluntary basis. Meanwhile Ikhwan pharmacists would dispense 
medicine at cost or lower. There was also a day when boys could be cir-
cumcised without charge and the Ikhwan would organize and pay for the 
customary celebrations.”11

With the financial assistance of the Israeli authorities, Gulf donors, 
institutional members and supporters, and the mushrooming of zakat
committees that emerged from the need for systematic fund-raising, 
the Mujamma built new (non-waqf) mosques or rehabilitated old ones, 
which spurred the rapid increase in Gaza’s mosques during this time. The 
Mujamma’s focus on sports, especially football and the martial arts, was 
strong; Center-owned stadiums or grounds were located throughout the 
Gaza Strip.12 As zakat committees flourished and often worked in asso-
ciation with a given mosque, the Muslim Brothers were able to provide 
assistance to thousands of needy families who thereby benefited from tra-
ditional Islamic institutions. Over time, thousands of children attended 
Ikhwan-run schools and kindergartens, while others enrolled in Palestin-
ian and Arab universities were receiving Ikhwan loans.13 Through the 
Mujamma, therefore, the Muslim Brotherhood in Gaza was able, in fairly 
short order, to establish an infrastructure of social institutions based on 
personal friendships, trust, and group solidarity, cementing its presence 
and influence at the grassroots level in a manner other political groups 
found difficult to match, let alone surpass.

Yassin began modestly by creating three-member cells throughout the 
entire Gaza Strip, many reaching the neighborhood level. As the move-
ment grew and its societal penetration increased, the territory was divided 
into five subdistricts under an established and rigid chain of command 
that was hierarchical and authoritarian.14 Eventually, the Mujamma 
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succeeded in establishing a large-scale social program consisting mostly 
of schools and religious classes teaching the Quran. Social activities fo-
cused on individuals, groups, and communities and were all conducted 
according to Islamic norms. Adhering to an Islamic way of life was a 
central aim of the Mujamma’s social program, particularly as it regarded 
the family and women. A key emphasis was placed on the poor and the 
duty of zakat “as a central avenue for social infiltration and expansion 
of its public support among the needy.”15 Critical links were established 
with small traders and merchants inside the refugee camps.16

The Islamists also attacked what they considered to be immoral behav-
ior at the societal level, which included alcohol and drug use, prostitution, 
pornography, and activities that young men and women participated in 
together. Weddings and appropriate behavior seemed to be a focus of at-
tention as well.17 Violence was sometimes used to impose Islamic norms. I 
remember that during my first visit to Gaza City in 1985, I was shown its 
only cinema, long closed, which the Islamists had attacked years before.

In 1976 another key institution, al-Jam‘iyya al-Islamiyya (the Islamic 
Association) was founded by Ahmad Bahar, an alim (scholar) and former 
imam at the Palestine Mosque in central Gaza, and Abu Shanab, who also 
was a civil engineer. The association was effectively an instrument of the 
Mujamma. Article 3 of the Jam‘iyya’s statute clearly describes its mission: 
“The aim is to lead the people to the True Islam [Al-islam al-hanif] and 
to work spiritually through worship, and intellectually through science, 
and physically through sports, as well as socially through charity.”18 The 
Jam‘iyya provided a framework for religious and communal activities 
and established branches throughout the Gaza Strip with kindergartens, 
health clinics, summer camps, computer centers, and a variety of religious 
and social activities. It should be noted that not everyone involved with 
Islamic charities had MB connections.

During this time, other key Islamic social institutions began operations 
including, in 1978, the Jam‘iyyat al-Salah al-Islamiyya (the Association of 
Islamic Prayer), which ran programs similar to those of its predecessors. 
In 1981 the Mujamma established the Jam‘iyyat al-Shabbat al-Muslimat 
(Young Women’s Muslim Association or Society) as an institution provid-
ing training in traditional areas such as sewing and embroidery but also 
computer skills, religious instruction, and literacy. In addition, several 
other, smaller institutions emerged that provided a variety of social ser-
vices in health, education, and basic assistance. Because the Mujamma 
did not control all the groups claiming membership in the Muslim Broth-
erhood, power struggles did emerge over the control of resources and 
social influence, but the Mujamma clearly remained “the spearhead of 
the MB’s mainstream in the Gaza Strip.”19 These charities, no matter their 
activity, emphasized Islamic education and social justice and generally 
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adhered to the principles espoused by al-Banna and the early Egyptian 
Brotherhood.20

During the 1970s and 1980s, the Muslim Brotherhood via the Mu-
jamma and other institutions positioned themselves as critical social ac-
tors, at times indispensably so. In addition to their providing a range of 
social services, I personally remember stories of the role they played in 
mediating clan disputes (often without charge), which became a key area 
of focus and means of consolidating ties with the grass roots, particularly 
with the more marginalized elements of society who had no other source 
of appeal. Not only did their mediatory role accord the Islamic institu-
tions great social prestige, especially in a society where customary law 
prevails (in the absence of civil law); it enabled them to empower the 
poor and provide them with a greater sense of equity and fairness in a 
system that had extremely limited options. This was critically important.

The Brotherhood consistently sought to legalize the movement’s social 
and religious activities by gaining formal legal recognition for its associa-
tions with the objective of developing a civil society along Islamic lines. 
Initially, the Israeli military authorities rejected requests by the Mujamma. 
A key factor working against the organization in this period was the op-
position of more traditional Islamic bodies such as the Jam‘iyyat Tah-
fiz al-Qur’an (Association for Teaching Memorization of the Quran).21

However, in 1978 and 1979 the Israeli authorities granted the Mujamma 
a license, which was crucial to its institutionalization and strengthened 
its ability to influence the public discourse and agenda. Concomitantly, 
the Brotherhood encouraged its followers to join a variety of voluntary 
and public institutions, professional associations, and unions, where they 
were relatively successful in winning support and increasing their politi-
cal influence.

The Brotherhood used the Mujamma as an institutional framework 
within which to pursue most of its activities. Effectively, this meant that 
all religious institutions belonging to the Brotherhood (including a grow-
ing number of mosques) were under the Center’s authority and leader-
ship.22 Composed of seven committees working in preaching and guid-
ance, welfare, education, charity, health, sports, and conciliation, the 
Mujamma became “the base for the development, administration, and 
control of religious and educational Islamic institutions in the Gaza Strip, 
under Yassin’s supervision.”23

During the 1970s and 1980s, the Muslim Brotherhood also established 
itself firmly in the area of higher education with the founding, in 1978, 
of the Islamic University in Gaza (IUG). Considered a key node of sup-
port for the Brotherhood in the Strip, the IUG provided preachers for 
local mosques in Gaza and the West Bank and educated a generation of 
Muslim leaders that assumed positions in different sectors of Palestinian 



76 CHAPTER 4

society. In this way, the Islamic movement was able to reach further and 
deeper into the Palestinian community by providing needed services in 
employment and training as well as education. Arguably the most vis-
ible expression of social penetration through institutional means, the IUG 
was established in response to Egypt’s decision to deny Palestinians ac-
cess to Egyptian universities. This decision was taken in retaliation for 
the PLO’s condemnation of President Sadat’s peace treaty with Israel.

Initially the university, which was meant by its founders to be run ac-
cording to Islamic principles, was under the effective control of the PLO. 
However, a budgetary shortfall eventually compensated by external Is-
lamic sources and channeled through the Mujamma ultimately resulted 
in an Islamic takeover of the university (although not all staff or faculty 
were members or supporters of the Islamic movement).24 By the early 
1990s, more than five thousand students attended the IUG, with the Mu-
jamma playing a central role in its administration.25

Islamic student groups were also able to compete successfully, although 
not easily and increasingly violently, with nationalist student groups in 
other (nationalist) universities, particularly in student council elections, 
capitalizing on growing student disillusionment and anger. Calling them-
selves al-Qutla al-Islamiyya (Islamic Bloc), these students had close links 
with the Muslim Brotherhood and its social institutions. They were par-
ticularly active in the West Bank, especially after the 1979 Iranian rev-
olution, when Muslim leaders and activists urged university (and high 
school) students to pay greater attention to political issues.26

In fact, during the decade preceding the first Palestinian uprising, rela-
tions between the Islamic and nationalist movements became increas-
ingly hostile rather than accommodative, which in part reflected the rise 
of religious revivalism in Gaza and the West Bank. The growing violence 
between them—seen, for example, in the burning by MB members of 
the Palestinian Red Crescent office in Gaza in 1980—was spurred by 
several factors including Israel’s open, albeit benign, support for the Mus-
lim Brotherhood over the nationalists and the formation and growth of 
the Islamic Jihad (some of whose members broke off from the Ikhwan), 
which not only advocated political violence against the occupation but 
in doing so placed Palestine together with Islam at the center of its dis-
course on the Islamic struggle for liberation.27 As such, the Islamic Jihad 
positioned itself as a revolutionary, antiestablishment force within the 
Islamic movement, creating tensions with the MB that did not abate. 
The Muslim Brotherhood for its part continued to emphasize defeating 
the PLO—considered heretic and traitorous to Islam—over confronting 
the occupation; members remained adamant in their insistence that lib-
eration could be achieved only through the Islamization of Palestinian 
society and the establishment of an Islamic state. A Mujamma slogan at 
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the time read, “How can uncovered women and men with Beatle haircuts 
liberate our holy places?”28

Indeed, perhaps the greatest challenge facing the MB at this time was 
how to persuade Palestinians to reject secularization at the personal level 
and nationalism at the political level. Considerable efforts would be made 
to change the secular nature of Palestinian society, often by challenging 
the nationalist movement through elections within their own institutions 
such as professional associations, unions, and universities. (The Islamic 
challenge was strengthened by the weakened and dislocated state of the 
nationalist movement, particularly Fatah, after Israel’s 1982 invasion of 
Lebanon, which forced the PLO into exile in Tunis.)

Although it would be incorrect to say that the Ikhwan had a transfor-
mative social impact on Palestinian society in Gaza, it would be equally 
incorrect to assert that the Brotherhood’s presence was unnoticed, par-
ticularly in a society where it was certainly not anomalous to practice 
a form of politics that was inspired by Islam. Teasing out the two—the 
direct impact of the Brotherhood on social life and the general tendency 
within society toward Islamic practice—is difficult, if not impossible. Yet 
this raises an important point about the relationship between cultural 
Islam and politics in the Palestinian context. Gaza’s socially conservative 
culture is often assumed or treated as a given. However, to a certain—
perhaps large—extent, Gaza’s social norms have been imposed by vari-
ous forms of coercion exercised by different forces, including the MB and 
Hamas.

By the outbreak of the first uprising, there was palpable evidence—
both positive and negative—of the MB’s social program, especially in 
Gaza: an institutionalized social infrastructure that reached into most 
areas of the territory; a welfare system that addressed the poorest (refu-
gee and nonrefugee) segments of Gazan society; the tripling and near 
doubling of the number of mosques in Gaza and the West Bank respec-
tively between 1967 and 1987; control of the Islamic University in Gaza 
and the Brotherhood’s presence in student councils in other universities; 
the closing of cinemas and restaurants selling alcohol; increased donning 
of Islamic over Western dress; and violent attacks on nationalist institu-
tions (a strategy that the Islamic Jihad rejected).

Hence, as it became a more formal and prominent institutionalized 
presence in the Gaza Strip, particularly during the decade prior to the first 
Intifada, the Mujamma and its adherents began to play a more politically 
activist and violent role in society, which contradicted the MB’s emphasis 
on education, religious teaching, welfare, and gradual reform.29 Tensions 
were building within the Brotherhood between those who advocated 
traditional approaches and those who—under growing pressures from 
the Ikhwan’s younger ranks and Palestinian society as a whole—were 
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pressing for military action.30 Despite this, the debate over the value of 
armed struggle and military action against the occupation continued 
until the start of the first Palestinian Intifada, when any such refusal be-
came indefensible.

By the end of the decade, Islam had emerged and transformed into a 
political force increasingly capable of mounting a challenge to secular 
nationalism. Yet it also was clear that Palestinians could not be easily 
persuaded of the Islamic vision or its gradual, reformist approach. As the 
occupation turned twenty years old, the ability to win hearts and minds 
depended less on the establishment of an Islamic state and far more on 
ending Israel’s occupation through armed struggle. It was this under-
standing and quest for authenticity and the need to secure a popular base 
of support (especially among the young) that contributed to a dramatic 
strategic shift within the Islamic movement, powerfully expressed during 
the first Palestinian Intifada, away from the problems of social develop-
ment toward political and military resistance and a focus on Palestine. 
The eventual result was the creation of the Islamic Resistance Movement 
(Harakat al-Muqawama al-Islamiyya) or HaMaS.31

Islamic Social Institutions under Hamas:  The First 
Intifada (1987 to 1993)—Social Reform in the 

Service of Political and Military 
Struggle—Territory before Community

With the formation of Hamas during the first Intifada, the thrust of activ-
ity within the Islamic movement had finally shifted from the social/civil 
to the political (and, later, military) realm, reflecting a dynamic that had 
been strengthening particularly during the five-year period preceding the 
first uprising. Although prioritizing social development (i.e., longer-term 
religious and community reform) as a means to effect long-term politi-
cal change remained important for the Islamic movement—reflecting the 
fundamental connection between the social and the political in Islamist 
thought and practice—social change was no longer prioritized over po-
litical change, as it had been before 1987. Rather, during the first Intifada, 
the activities of the Islamic social sector (identified largely with the Mu-
jamma) were meant to complement, strengthen, localize, and institution-
alize Hamas as a political actor and solidify its position within Palestin-
ian society as the natural heir of the more traditional Ikhwan. Political 
action—resistance and martyrdom—was primary, not social reform or 
building an Islamic society (although the latter remained critical for the 
former). The nation assumed primacy over the individual. Khaled Hroub 
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observes: “Hamas combined Islamic social-instructional discourse with 
the discourse of nationalist resistance, placing each at the service of the 
other. The commitment to an Islamic code of conduct served the objec-
tives of resistance and liberation. At the same time, enlistment in the Inti-
fada and the resistance effort became a religious commitment.”32

The goal was not so much to change the nature of social activity but 
rather to maintain and strengthen it, in order to address new economic 
exigencies created by the Intifada and respond to the population’s imme-
diate needs. In this way, Hamas was able to secure and expand its popu-
lar base of support and political stature. By linking community activism 
with religious-nationalist doctrine, Hamas was able to territorialize the 
conflict—that is, carve out its own “turf” for action—and compete with 
other political actors.

As such, Hamas reinforced the Muslim Brotherhood’s (conservative 
and largely successful) social program, which had evolved considerably 
over the preceding decade. Additionally, competition with the PLO and 
pressure from Israel compelled Hamas to expand the program’s politi-
cal and social infrastructure and develop a bureaucracy to support it in 
a manner that was foreign to the Ikhwan. Hamas’s strategic emphasis 
on conservatism—maintaining a strong connection to Islamic values—
and continuity also had another purpose: to consolidate and standardize 
Hamas’s control over the Islamic social sector, something that did not 
occur immediately but over time. As Mishal and Sela observe: “Initially 
intended to be an autonomous organization within the MB movement, 
Hamas practically turned into the hard core of the Islamic movement, 
with its own ideological and political stature, which soon overshadowed 
and in fact coopted the MB mother movement.”33

That Hamas’s social program remained fundamentally unchanged 
from that of the Ikhwan can be see in Hamas’s 1988 Charter, which 
called for the creation, through religious education, of a properly pre-
pared society that would be capable of fighting (and ultimately ending) 
the occupation. Articles 15 and 16 state:

When an enemy usurps a Muslim land, then jihad is an individual 
religious duty on every Muslim. . . . That requires that Islamic edu-
cation be given to the masses locally and in the Arab and Islamic 
spheres. . . . The education process must involve scholars, teachers, 
educators, communicators, journalists, and the educated, especially 
the youth of the Islamic movement. . . . Fundamental changes must 
be made in the educational system to liberate it from the effects of 
the ideological invasion that was brought by the Orientalists and 
missionaries. . . . We must train the Muslim generation in our area, 
an Islamic training based on performing religious duties, studying 



80 CHAPTER 4

God’s book very well, and studying Prophetic tradition (sunnah), 
Islamic history and heritage from its authenticated sources with 
the guidance of experts and scholars, and using a curriculum that 
will provide the Muslim with the correct world view in ideology 
and thought.34

Practically, Hamas translated its social vision in several ways. Empha-
sis continued to be given to the work of the Islamic social service network 
established by the Ikhwan, which Hamas expanded in an effort to pen-
etrate civic life and civil society. Writing in 1995, I observed that Islamic 
social and economic institutions had continued to grow. Long experience, 
religious commitment, and continued funding allowed them to become 
some of the most effective service-delivery institutions in the Gaza Strip.35

A common focus was children—especially orphans—and families, 
including collaborators’ families. For example, by 1995, between seven 
thousand and ten thousand orphaned children in the Gaza Strip received 
some form of support from various Islamic associations. Through its 
many committees and organizational branches in the refugee camps, vil-
lages, and towns in the Strip, the Islamist movement was able to identify 
children who needed assistance. Orphans included both parentless chil-
dren and fatherless ones as well. Typically, individual cases took twenty-
four hours to two months to review; once approved, an orphaned child 
received a monthly stipend of about $33 through age sixteen.

Each year, according to local sources, Islamist associations were spend-
ing between $2,772,000 and $3,960,000 on orphan support. Clothes, 
basic school supplies, and, when needed, food rations were also provided. 
Social workers would make periodic follow-up visits to children and be-
come part of their lives. Some Islamic charities established programs con-
necting overseas sponsors with needy children. Such community outreach 
was a long-standing feature of Islamic social programs that contributed 
mightily to earning the trust of the poor. Similar services were provided 
for approximately five thousand of Gaza’s neediest families, who were 
ranked and helped according to need. Typically, these included families 
of martyrs and prisoners in Israeli jails, and families with no breadwinner 
and widows.

An important focus of Islamist social programs particularly toward 
the end of the Intifada period was the wives and children of men killed 
for collaborating with the Israeli military authorities. Collaborators were 
reviled by Palestinian society, and many were killed by Palestinian fac-
tions including Hamas. In keeping with cultural traditions, which confer 
an individual’s shame on his or her entire extended family, the families of 
collaborators were ostracized. Islamic charities made a concerted and, I 
believe, almost singular effort to reintegrate these “collaborator” women 
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and children into society, not only through the provision of basic re-
lief but by incorporating them into other Islamic-sponsored activities in 
which the larger community participated. In this way, they were slowly 
“relegitimized.”

Education, however, remained the key area of focus, given its central 
role in building an Islamic society. Under Hamas, the Islamic movement 
maintained its prominent role in Gaza’s educational system and incorpo-
rated not only religious studies but a standardized government curricu-
lum. Hamas’s educational role assumed different forms (which I was able 
to view): formal education (i.e., Islamic schools), extracurricular classes 
devoted to Quranic study and to remedial tutoring in various subjects for 
children of all ages, and informal classes devoted to religious teaching in 
Islamic social institutions; there were also professional organizations and 
unions (I did not witness the latter two).

One example of how the Islamic movement penetrated the educational 
system in Gaza can be found in the refugee camps, where 35 percent 
of the population lived. By the end of the Intifada, Islamic committees 
had been established in each of the Gaza Strip’s eight refugee camps. 
Each committee had several branches within individual camps, and 
there was some, albeit limited, intercamp coordination between com-
mittees. In Nuseirat camp, for example, where an estimated forty thou-
sand people lived at the time, the Islamic committee had five branches, 
each with a staff typically consisting of a director who was a teacher, 
an administrator, a social worker, a secretary, an accountant, and teach-
ers. The Islamic committee ran kindergartens for 1,200 boys and girls 
who attended school from eight to eleven in the morning in classes of 
35 to 40 children. Several of the kindergartens—by some accounts,
the majority—were housed in mosques.

The curriculum consisted of reading and writing in Arabic and English, 
religion, and recitations from the Quran. Every child, regardless of his or 
her family’s political orientation, was welcome to attend. (When I asked 
about this, the director just laughed.) The annual tuition was IS 120 (Is-
raeli shekels, or US $40) per child; with transportation, it increased to IS 
170 (US $57). These fees, which paid for staff and teacher salaries as well 
as toys, were high for impoverished camp residents, but they were will-
ingly paid because the kindergartens were highly valued for their educa-
tional quality and discipline—attributes that also characterized the many 
nurseries, kindergartens, and day care centers run by Islamic organiza-
tions outside the camp system. Parents of all social classes, including the 
wealthy, sent their children to these schools. Parents I interviewed (none 
of them devout Muslims) clearly indicated their preference for an Islamic 
curriculum and the moral teachings of Islam. The parents in Nuseirat 
camp requested that more Islamic-run kindergartens be established, while 
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the kindergartens run by the secular political factions in Nuseirat were 
forced to close because of low enrollments. At the time of the research, 
the only other kindergarten available was government run.

Another reason that the committee kindergartens were popular was 
their involvement of parents in the educational process: Mothers would 
meet monthly to voice concerns, and parents were asked to evaluate 
teacher performance. When I asked one completely veiled mother how 
the Islamic committee could improve its educational services to the com-
munity, she responded: “We desperately need day care facilities. There is 
one in [the village of] Zuweida but that is not nearly enough. We need 
toys that will cognitively challenge young children, and we need more 
computers. We only have one. If our children are going to compete in 
the twenty-first century, they must be computer literate.” Job openings 
for kindergarten teachers were advertised in mosques. Applicants, usu-
ally women, were required to have a high school education and some 
teacher training. They were interviewed and selected by a committee of 
professionals.

Another feature of committee services was free remedial tutoring after 
school. In Nuseirat camp, one hundred children in the fifth through 
twelfth grades received tutoring in math and English. Tutors, all volun-
teers, were usually (but not exclusively) camp residents who taught in 
government and UNRWA schools. Not all were members of Hamas or 
Islamic Jihad or even devout Muslims. The only precondition for volun-
teering was qualification and interest. A limited number of Islamic associ-
ations both inside and outside the refugee camps also provided computer 
courses to boys and girls for a nominal fee. Additionally, teenage boys 
and young men were offered extracurricular sports (e.g., soccer, table 
tennis), usually in or through the mosques, which included prayer and 
religious instruction. At the time I visited Nuseirat camp in 1995, a sports 
center was being built above one mosque by camp volunteers.

Committee staff and volunteers also would regularly visit prisoners, 
martyrs’ families, and the sick, which contributed mightily to creating 
personal bonds with the community. Programs existed for blood dona-
tion and free medications for the needy. Islamic charities and associa-
tions ran public health clinics that offered free medical and dental care to 
widows and orphans, and comparatively low-cost services to others. The 
al-Salah Islamic Association, one of Gaza’s best known (see chapter 5), 
also arranged, with foreign donations, for children with Intifada-related 
injuries to be treated in France, Germany, and the United Kingdom.

Like its counterparts in other camps, the Islamic committee in Nuseirat 
had several affiliated women’s groups and engaged in activities center-
ing on the family and women’s roles. Programs focused on counseling 
and training. Typically, female “coaches” visited female camp residents 
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to counsel them on proper health care and nutrition, as well as ado-
lescent development and challenges. Very poor wives and mothers were 
coached in basic household management. These programs were staffed 
almost entirely by female volunteers who first learned about them in the 
mosque, from other participants. The mothers of children enrolled in Is-
lamic kindergartens were also invited to volunteer, and all who accepted 
received appropriate training. As of March 1995, there were three hun-
dred women volunteers in Nuseirat camp working through the Islamic 
women’s committees. With this number of volunteers, it was not unrea-
sonable to assume that the Islamic committee may have been providing 
services to a majority of households in Nuseirat camp,36 a pattern that 
could be found in other camps as well.

Other women’s associations combined training with religious instruc-
tion. The Women’s Islamic Association in Gaza City, for example, offered 
courses in skills such as knitting, sewing, and secretarial work that women 
could use to earn some income and help their families. A six-month sew-
ing course cost IS 120 (US $40), and a four-month knitting course cost 
IS 100 (US $33). The poor were exempted from tuition. Fees only partly 
covered teacher salaries and other running costs. About eight to twenty-
five women participated in each sewing class and twelve to fifteen in 
knitting class; all came from the poor and lower classes. Women would 
bring their own materials and keep whatever they produced. Sometimes 
exhibits were held where trainees could sell their goods. By 1995, nearly 
four hundred women had taken various courses.

Activities for men were kept totally separate to secure the women’s 
reputations and safety. In Gaza’s very traditional and conservative so-
ciety, the mere presence or absence of men could single-handedly deter-
mine whether a woman would receive vocational training. Participants, 
who had to be literate, came from nearby areas and surrounding refugee 
camps. The director of one branch insisted that market studies were car-
ried out before courses were offered so that women would be trained 
only in skills for which there was sufficient demand to make them mar-
ketable after their training. An essential and mandatory part of the pro-
gram was instruction in Islamic culture, philosophy, law, and religion. 
Quranic verses had to be memorized, and students were required to pass 
an examination in the Quran in order to graduate. Two classes per week 
were therefore devoted to these subjects, the purpose of which was to 
educate women in proper Islamic behavior and housekeeping.

Another important way that Hamas sought to implement its conserva-
tive social agenda and thereby institutionalize and buoy its local political 
role was by continuing to adjudicate social (including legal and financial) 
disputes, a role the Islamic movement had historically played. Sheikh Yas-
sin, in particular, became known for his acumen and skill as a mediator. 
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His quasi-legal judgments, based on religious law, were respected and 
honored, and the popular legitimacy he commanded may have been one 
reason the occupation authorities arrested him in 1989. I personally re-
member hearing many stories from friends in Gaza at the time—none 
of them supporters of Hamas and some, in fact, extremely hostile to the 
Islamists—attesting to Yassin’s wisdom and fairness.

Islamic leaders settled a range of disputes, from those inside the home 
to compensation for families of automobile accidents (thereby inhibit-
ing a cycle of retaliation and counterretaliation). They would address 
conflicts over transactions involving land, breach of contract, employee 
treatment, and lesser acts of wrongdoing. They met with varying degrees 
of success, but their role was quite visible and accorded them consider-
able moral authority (itself enhanced by the fact that they often received 
no compensation). This authority no doubt made it easier for Hamas to 
advocate a conservative social agenda that emphasized proper Islamic 
conduct and religious norms inside and outside the home: praying regu-
larly, fasting during Ramadan, Quranic study, proper dress for women, 
and appropriate behavior for women and girls, especially in public.

Hamas pursued its social agenda without apparent coercion. Although 
I witnessed (in 1988 to 1989) some public incidents (generally involving 
women who were reprimanded for improper appearance) and was myself 
the object of one such reprimand, the overall approach of the Islamists 
was arguably noncoercive and was often recognized as such by the com-
munity. The incidents were described to me as the work of rogue ele-
ments. In discussions, various Hamas officials offered reasons for the lack 
of coercion that were both philosophical and strategic. Not only did such 
an approach violate Islamic values and beliefs, they said; it would also 
erode the moral authority and influence that Hamas had worked so hard 
to build within the community. This influence was further consolidated 
in often successful attempts by Hamas to gain official representation in 
a range of local institutions including professional and student organiza-
tions, labor unions, and chambers of commerce.

During the Intifada, the Islamist imperative was to deepen the connec-
tion to Islamic values through social service and welfare provision and to 
use that connection to bolster Hamas’s political stature as the authentic 
representative of nationalist aspirations and communal needs. In this the 
Islamists were reasonably successful, especially when one considers the 
consistently greater strength of the nationalist secular forces. However, 
the political successes Hamas enjoyed during the Intifada were threat-
ened and began to erode with the advent of the Oslo period and the 
establishment of the PNA. This reality, while described in the literature, is 
not, in my view, fully appreciated or understood, particularly with regard 
to its impact on Hamas’s own rethinking and restrategizing of its future 
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course, evidenced in a palpable shift in focus away from the political and 
military spheres toward the social sphere, where further, more innovative 
changes were slowly but visibly being introduced.

Hamas Social Institutions during Oslo (1993–2000): From 
Political Activism and Armed Struggle to Civic Activism and 

Cultural Accommodation—Reprioritizing the Community and 
Its Development

By the admission of its own leadership in Gaza, Hamas was measurably 
weakened by 1998 (and probably earlier). In response, the leadership was 
slowly undergoing a process of de-radicalization and demilitarization and 
searching for political and social accommodation within the status quo 
of Palestinian society. There was a pronounced shift in emphasis within 
the movement in Gaza and the West Bank away from political-military 
action to social-cultural reform, and political violence was slowly but 
steadily being abandoned as a form of resistance and as a strategy for 
defeating the occupier. The shift to the social realm—and retreat from the 
political—was dramatic and, by the admission of the domestic Islamist 
leadership itself, reflected, more than anything, the successes of Israel and 
the PNA in weakening the Islamic political sector and defeating its mili-
tary wing. With Oslo, the environment was more hostile to Hamas; and 
with its influence clearly waning, it became more difficult and costly to 
compete politically and violently.

The thrust toward the social, furthermore, was not simply a return 
to old forms of social service provision commonly associated with the 
Islamic movement and the Muslim Brotherhood but included entry into 
new areas of community and development work that pointed to an 
emerging new logic between state and society.37 This new logic was char-
acterized by a need for more innovative ways of thinking and a focus on 
civil society, since it was there that the Islamists were most competitive—
if not more so—with the secular nationalists. Their greatest strength still 
lay in their mass base and in their embrace of the community as the 
strategic core of their political program. Hence, Hamas did not only aim 
to address certain problems but sought more creative ways of doing so.

As stated earlier, during the Oslo period the political and military sec-
tors of Hamas were substantively weakened by a combination of factors. 
Most significant was the sustained intense pressure through arrests, im-
prisonment, torture, and execution imposed by Israel and the PNA under 
Arafat. In addition, these same pressures were imposed on Islamic social 
institutions, the so-called “terrorist infrastructure,” which resulted in the 
closing down of many charitable societies including the Jam‘iyya and the 
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Mujamma (some of which later reopened), a pattern that continues to 
this day under the Abbas-led government in the West Bank (with similar 
attacks against Fatah-based institutions by the Hamas-led government in 
Gaza [chapter 7]).

Another critical factor was the Palestinian population itself, the mass 
base of support for Hamas, who could no longer tolerate extremism in 
any form. The economic costs of Hamas’s military operations and terror-
ist attacks, particularly the spate of suicide bombings inside Israel, be-
came too high in an eroding socioeconomic environment, and widespread 
popular opposition to such attacks played an important role in ending 
them. Another consistently overlooked factor contributing to Hamas’s 
declining influence at this time was the defection of its younger activ-
ists who were disillusioned by the failure of their leadership to achieve 
any meaningful political change.38 Some of these younger members who 
had run and promoted Hamas’s political infrastructure and bureaucracy 
during the first Intifada told me at the time that their wish was to leave 
Palestine and live in a free country like the United States where they could 
practice their religion and never have to deal with politics again.

Hence, not only did the leadership have increasing trouble control-
ling the militancy of younger activists (as seen in the attacks of the mili-
tary cells); the organization also suffered from an eroding membership. 
Indeed, the diminished ability of Hamas’s senior leadership in Gaza to 
maintain control over their rank and file was a serious problem. This 
further demonstrates that the ideological commitment to Islamism was 
challenged from within and that Hamas’s fundamental base of support 
derived from communal, not political, activism.

Hamas’s internal malaise also was due to growing popular alienation 
from politics—all politics—perhaps especially, political Islam. Political 
ideology—which had apparently exhausted its options to effect genuine 
change—had little place in Palestine at that time. Instead, people increas-
ingly turned to cultural and religious practice, expressing the need to 
return to the ethical and moral traditions of Islam because these were the 
only belief systems left with any legitimacy. This was made very clear to 
me by a wide range of people inside and outside Hamas. Interestingly, a 
key figure in the Islamic movement in the West Bank emphatically told 
me that people were not turning to religion in greater numbers or even 
becoming more observant. They were, he said, simply seeking greater 
comfort in practicing Islam,39 a pattern that only became more pro-
nounced as time went on and living conditions progressively worsened.

Popular alienation was no doubt deepened by the absence of any al-
ternative political channels of expression and by the PNA’s increasing 
militarization of society. Moreover, with the end of the Intifada and the 
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initiation of the Oslo period, the resistance component of the Palestin-
ian struggle—so critical to Hamas’s political thinking and action—was 
effectively co-opted and undermined. This had direct repercussions for 
Hamas’s social theory and practice, which were largely if not wholly 
developed and shaped by the praxis of resistance during the Intifada. 
For Hamas, social and political activism were inextricably linked, a be-
lief traceable to its Muslim Brotherhood roots. With the removal of the
resistance/opposition component from Palestinian political imperatives, 
what role remained for Hamas? The resulting problem confronting 
Hamas (and the Islamist movement generally) was fundamentally one of 
survival, not one of resolving doctrinal contradictions between Islamic 
precepts and nationalist goals.

My interviews with several senior leaders at the time strongly suggest 
that they were desperately seeking ways of ensuring their survival as a 
movement, which they felt was threatened by the PNA’s military superi-
ority and by overwhelming popular support for the peace process. How, 
in light of its own internal weakness, general popular disaffection, and 
environmental constraints, could Hamas remain the primary opposition 
force capable of mobilizing and maintaining popular support? Justifying 
a strategically altered political and ideological position did not appear to 
be a principal concern.

In response (and despite the fact that many in the Islamic political sec-
tor remained active and fully committed to political and military action), 
there was a slow but steady shift in emphasis, both ideologically and 
strategically, away from political and military action to social work and 
community development.40 This shift was characterized by more non-
traditional and creative approaches, in addition to the propagation of 
Islamic values and religious practice.

Strategically, Hamas in particular and the Islamist movement generally 
attempted to carve out public space in which they could operate with-
out too much harassment from the Israeli or Palestinian authorities, and 
provide highly sought after services to an increasingly needy (and appre-
ciative) population through a well-developed institutional infrastructure. 
It was through practical and increasingly novel programs rather than 
ideological principle that the Islamists would maintain their presence and 
influence within Palestinian society. This approach was, in effect, dual: It 
represented a search for accommodation and consensus within the status 
quo and an experiment of sorts in redefining the Islamic social agenda.41

This is not to say that tensions and contradictions between the “old” and 
the “new” did not exist; they did. But, arguably, the idea of articulating 
and putting into action a domestic social reform program that (in some 
cases) went beyond conventional or stereotypical Islamic/ist ideas began 



88 CHAPTER 4

in earnest during this period. It was this social program—and Hamas’s 
ability to interpret Islam in multiple ways—that no doubt provided the 
foundation for Hamas’s social agenda during the 2004–2005 municipal 
and 2006 legislative elections.

It became increasingly clear, therefore, that in the two- to three-year 
period before the second Intifada the Hamas leadership in Gaza was no 
longer seriously calling for political or military action against the occupa-
tion but was instead shifting its attention to societal rehabilitation and 
change. So pronounced was the shift that some of Hamas’s political lead-
ers stated their outright opposition to violence as a form of resistance, 
in effect rejecting the strategy of violence as a way to defeat the occu-
pier. Also apparent was a shift in language and ideas, notably, a growing 
acceptance of civil society as a concept—of a society in which Islamist 
institutions functioned as part of an integrated whole with their secular 
counterparts.

While this was consistent with Hamas’s long-standing program of 
socializing people into what Gunning has called “willing the Islamic 
state” (i.e., internalizing the principles of Islam, which it did through its 
programmatic emphasis on community, education, and consultation),42

it also represented the beginning of a change in Hamas’s conception 
of what constitutes an Islamically prepared society and what role the 
community should play in it. Hamas slowly but increasingly accepted 
that dissent was appropriate within the community and that it should 
play a role in determining practical/policy outcomes at the societal level 
(chapter 6).43 As a result, a more broad-based understanding of society 
and the role of “citizens” was slowly evolving, creating in turn a new, 
more constructive discourse of empowerment (opposed to a destructive 
one of violence) that paralleled the retreat of Hamas’s long-dominant 
political sector. In this way the Islamists gained entry to, and legitima-
tion by, the existing order, which it appeared they were seeking or at 
least accepted.

Although social action has a political and revolutionary purpose in 
Hamas’s political ideology, Islamic social activism, as it was evolving in 
the Oslo context, was becoming increasingly incorporated within the 
mainstream (which, of course, was one way the ruling authority con-
trolled the Islamic sector, but it worked to the advantage of both). Some 
of the clearest examples of this dynamic were found in education, health, 
and banking.44

In education, for example, Islamic kindergartens, reputed centers of in-
tense political proselytizing if not brainwashing, taught, as stated earlier, 
a standard curriculum that was approved by the Palestinian Ministry of 
Education. This was also true for new Islamic schools at the elementary 



A SOCIOPOLITICAL HISTORY 89

and secondary school level. Islamic schools also taught a religious cur-
riculum that was their domain alone. However, the Education Ministry 
had standardized, regulated, and approved its own religious curriculum, 
which, as far as I could determine, was not imposed on Islamic schools. 
Interestingly, one principal in a Mujamma school in Gaza commented to 
me how impressed he was by the ministry’s religious curriculum. Accord-
ing to Ministry of Education officials at that time, 65 percent of all Gazan 
educational institutions below the secondary level were Islamic.

In the health care sector, Islamic medical facilities began offering ter-
tiary and highly specialized care. For example, one of the most sophis-
ticated hospitals in the West Bank and Gaza, located in Hebron, was 
founded, administered, and financed by the Islamic and Islamist leader-
ship during the Oslo period (see chapter 6). Although small hospitals 
had been founded by the Muslim Brotherhood years earlier, they did not 
compare with the scope of the Hebron facility.

In the economic sector, an Islamic banking network was established, 
with four Islamic banks and more than twenty branches in the occupied 
territories, Islamic investment houses, and a range of business enterprises. 
As far as the banks were concerned, it was highly unlikely that Hamas 
had any control, direct or even indirect, over them, given its own lim-
ited organizational structure and the tight regulation of such activities 
by governmental agencies. Officials interviewed at the Palestinian Mon-
etary Authority (PMA) at the time were adamant that Hamas had no 
role whatsoever in the Islamic banking system. (On April 21, 2009, the 
Islamic National Bank opened in Gaza, the first bank to operate outside 
PMA control, and it is widely understood to be affiliated with Hamas. 
The bank is not considered to be a legal entity, since it did not apply 
for a banking license from the PMA and is not subject to any financial 
or administrative regulation or supervision. Capitalized for $20 million, 
the bank opened with six thousand personal accounts for civil servants; 
however, clients dealing with this bank were told they would be doing so 
at their own risk. The American government has imposed sanctions on 
the Hamas-owned bank.)45

In all these cases, Islamic institutions were working with and were 
regulated by the appropriate Palestinian ministries and agencies and, in 
many cases, had what appeared to be good working relationships with 
the governmental sector (see chapters 5 and 6). Also important is the 
fact that people seeking the services of Islamic NGOs did so not because 
they supported Hamas (or any other Islamist faction) but for the simple 
reason that they needed the services. Furthermore, as I maintain in subse-
quent chapters, accepting the service did not automatically or necessarily 
translate into political support for the Islamist movement.
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Arguably, these expanded or new areas of Islamist social activity rep-
resented the normalization, institutionalization, and professionalization 
of the Islamic sector in the education system, the system of health care 
delivery, and banking and finance. Indeed, Islamic social service organiza-
tions typically

had no (political) ideological criteria as conditions for access 
to Islamic social services, or for membership in Islamic social 
organizations;
evinced no desire or intent to create a strictly Islamic society or 
to implement any Islamic model;
desired greater practical cooperation with the Palestinian gov-
ernment, itself reflecting an openness on the part of the Islamists 
for better state-society relations and not an attempt to challenge, 
alienate, or sabotage state authority;46 and
prioritized professionalism over ideology.

This approach steadily legitimized Islam, however slowly, as part of the 
dominant paradigm. In fact, I consistently found that Hamas preferred to 
operate openly and legally, which is not unusual for Islamic movements 
in other national contexts where they are tolerated.

In fact, the Islamic sector was not advancing a policy of isolation but 
was calling for greater accommodation and cooperation with national/
local and international actors, including certain counterpart professional 
institutions in Israel, the United States Agency for International Devel-
opment (USAID), European governmental agencies, and United Nations 
organizations among others. In one Islamic community center I was visit-
ing, I was invited to sit with the board of directors to discuss their ex-
pansion plans for the center. One of the first questions I was asked by 
the chairman of the board, himself a well-known Hamas official, was 
whether I had any contacts with USAID. They also wanted my assessment 
as to whether an application from their center would be evaluated fairly. 
It was apparent that the board was interested in applying for a USAID 
grant if there was a real possibility of winning one, a trend I found in 
other (but not all) Islamist organizations as well. In another health care 
institution in Gaza, the al-Wafa Rehabilitation Hospital, which was con-
sidered “Hamas” since some members of its management team were po-
litical members or supporters of the organization, the medical director 
proudly described a training program inside Israel to which he sent some 
of his staff (chapter 5).

This position advocating greater social integration with non-Islamic 
actors, both internal and external, appeared widespread among officials 
in the Islamist social sector and was the stated position of some members 
of the political leadership. Hence, the work of the social sector was not 



A SOCIOPOLITICAL HISTORY 91

regarded by either its members or its beneficiaries as a political battle 
against the state. This begs the question of whether there were direct 
ties between Islamic political and social institutions. The debate over the 
answer has been intense since the birth of Hamas. Accepted belief argues 
that Hamas has controlled all Islamic social institutions and used them 
for political indoctrination and military recruitment. Yet, despite this 
control, Hamas’s relationship was not always as direct (hands-on) and 
routine as is commonly believed, nor as nefarious. However, it cannot 
be denied that the work of Islamic social institutions, be they aligned or 
nonaligned, did bolster the position of Hamas.

Thus, the organic interconnection between political and social action 
in Hamas’s ideology meant that expanding the social sector served the 
movement’s objectives even if the social institutions involved claimed no 
linkages to Hamas. Islamist organizations were judged by their social and 
economic performance, not by their political ideology. As such, Hamas’s 
internal shift arguably represented the beginning of a new ethos of civic 
engagement, a limited pluralism, as it were. It further points to what 
the scholar Amr Hamzawy calls the “inner secularization of the religious 
discourse”47 as a means of adapting to existing social, political, and eco-
nomic realities.

The shift to social action, to a social (and, hence, modified political) 
domestic agenda, to new forms of social engagement, and to the nor-
malization, incorporation, and institutionalization of the Islamist agenda 
during the Oslo period represented an important change within the Is-
lamist movement, not simply a policy of political adjustment. What was 
occurring was no less than the creation of a new space in Islamist think-
ing away from national action toward communal development and re-
formist initiatives. Hence, the changing focus to the social sphere was 
practical and pragmatic and accompanied by a need to rediscover Islam 
and its ethical and moral relevance for society. It appeared that Hamas 
or its successors were slowly moving away from the political extreme to-
ward a more centrist position, trying to position themselves between the 
corruption of the PNA and its donor-linked development projects, on the 
one hand, and violent Islamic militants and the impossibilities they came 
to represent, on the other. This position was not unlike that of the moder-
ate reformist stream of Islamic thought discussed in chapter 3.

Hamas, perhaps, was trying to limit the arbitrary political power of the 
PNA, not through political or military confrontation, which had failed 
and was costly, but through mobilizing people at the social/cultural level 
and allowing the social part of the movement to define, pragmatically 
and nonviolently, the Islamist agenda for some time into the future. And, 
while the transformation from militancy to accommodation was incre-
mental and uneven, it was, without question, occurring.
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Concluding Reflections

Hamas’s emerging shift to the social sector, though not widely examined, 
has been observed by other analysts. In their important study, Mishal 
and Sela write: “The Hamas leaders . . . realized that the PNA’s secu-
rity and police forces were waiting for a pretext to abolish Hamas as a 
military movement, especially following the incorporation of Fatah into 
the PNA’s bureaucratic and security apparatus. To these considerations 
were added strategic ones—namely, the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
weakness of the movement’s allies in the Arab and Muslim world, and the 
need to adapt to the new reality, which meant narrowing the movement’s 
activities to social and political domains”48 (emphasis added).

Khaled Hroub further and correctly argues that because it evolved 
within the occupied territories, Hamas has had difficulty with the intel-
lectual production of new ideas that could parallel the expansion of its 
popular base.

 [A]fter the uprising ended, there was no corresponding evolution 
in Hamas’s thought to reflect the passing of one era and the begin-
ning of another, in which the basic variable was the presence of the 
PNA in parts of the Occupied Territories. . . . This was reflected in 
a new social atmosphere akin to the dominant one in the region, 
under which the sense of an external threat (Israel in this case) is 
replaced by an internal governmental authority–society conflict. . . . 
By imposing heavy legal regulations on Islamic and other charitable 
institutions, monitoring their funds, interfering in their internal af-
fairs, and eventually putting them under the supervision of the secu-
rity services, the overall social atmosphere became charged with fear 
and occupied by the PA apparatuses. Hamas was thus deprived of 
functioning freely within one of its most cherished domains of work
[emphases added].49

My findings depart in some qualified measure from both these posi-
tions. That considerable constraints existed on, and within, Hamas, limit-
ing its development at the social level, is not in dispute, nor is the absence 
of an evolutionary model of social or political change. However, Hamas 
was beginning to articulate new ways of addressing those constraints. 
The Islamist reorientation toward the social sector was arguably easier 
to effect than often believed because Hamas’s true ideological support 
base was always small, especially when compared with its popular sup-
port base. Its primary constituency was nonideological and secured by 
its long history of community work, where Hamas was most competitive 
with the PNA. This is in good part why Hamas focused its critique on the 
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social and economic deficiencies of the Oslo process and PNA programs 
and why it was able to maintain its base within the Palestinian com-
munity. That is also why Hamas, as a movement, chose to expand the 
parameters of programmatic activity beyond those historically defined, 
to adopt new ways—alongside the old—of engaging in traditional areas 
of work, and to reach out to mainstream, non-Islamic actors for profes-
sional, technical, and financial support.

This reorientation was not only an attempt to “take cover,” as it were, 
and avoid retaliation by the PNA or Israel, nor was it a random, self-
serving demonstration of “openness, flexibility and willingness to adopt 
new options in accordance with changing political circumstances.”50

Rather, it was the beginning of a serious reorientation in social and po-
litical strategy that went beyond a purely pragmatic, reactive adjustment 
to a new reality. Although this strategy lacked specific goals and objec-
tives and was not made official or public in any formal or institutional-
ized manner, evolving instead beneath the level of political rhetoric, it 
was undeniably taking shape. It represented a rethinking, albeit slowly, 
of Hamas’s role in the changed post-Oslo context. And, as such, it chal-
lenges, in my view, the contention that no such evolution in thought oc-
curred in any manner after the end of the Intifada.51

Hamas’s strategic rethinking not only sought accommodation with the 
status quo but also attempted to deepen and widen its social program 
within the community through greater professional and programmatic 
engagement, which I examine in the following chapter. Hamas always 
believed in a “private sphere outside the state’s reach in which the law 
has no power and alternative visions of the good life are tolerated, on the 
ground that this is between God and the individual.”52 Hence, the shift 
did not represent a narrowing to the social domain (or increased restric-
tions on functioning in that domain) as much as it did a widening and 
restructuring of activity within that domain, expanding the concept of 
community activism and engaging in new ways of problematizing issues. 
Although the constraints were many and some insurmountable, the ap-
proach toward addressing them prioritized communal development over 
the creation of an Islamic society, which became secondary. Because of 
this Hamas (and the Islamist movement generally) increasingly encour-
aged expansion, change, and even experimentation within the social sec-
tor, allowing greater room for creativity and retreating from ideology and 
proselytism, limitations notwithstanding.

Hamas’s social strategy was not only a tactic that helped it maintain 
a presence in a range of civil activities but also, in my view, an increas-
ingly serious attempt to widen the parameters of civic life and mobi-
lize collective action in a constructive and developmental manner that 
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would challenge the parallel structure and, potentially, the legitimacy of 
the PNA, which sought the exact opposite. In this way, too, Hamas was 
perhaps beginning to rethink and possibly redefine what it meant to be a 
mass movement.

Toward this end, some Islamist officials and many institutional staff 
expressed less concern with official dogma and maintaining ideological 
and political consistency than with simply doing good work, which was 
defined in different ways. Even the imposition of religious doctrine was 
mitigated. Furthermore, the PNA, by the admission of its own senior 
leadership, often refused to coerce Islamic institutions—indirectly (or 
perhaps directly) assisting them—because of the important community 
work they did, which PNA officials openly acknowledged to me. (The 
closing of twenty Islamic institutions in 1997, for example, occurred 
under considerable pressure from the United States; many, if not most, 
were subsequently reopened.)

During the first Intifada, therefore, Hamas aimed to secure and inten-
sify its political role, extolling sacrifice and martyrdom; its social sector 
was secondary. Throughout this period Hamas sought to localize its po-
litical presence not by changing the parameters of activity in the social 
sector but by securing them, which was accomplished by strengthening 
existing institutions and building new ones (in order to compete with the 
PLO’s greater institutional base). The goal was not change or reform but 
the solidification of Hamas’s political role. During the Oslo period that 
followed, however, the social sector came to define the political with an 
emphasis on moderation, community development, and innovation.

In a 1992 internal document circulated among Hamas’s senior officials 
analyzing a range of alternatives for dealing with the end of the Intifada 
and the possible establishment of a Palestinian Authority and interim 
self-rule, Hamas stated its primary goals for the coming phase:

Preserving the movement’s popular base so that it can strongly 
support the continuation of jihad in the next campaigns. . . .
Adhering to jihad as the way to liberate Palestine from the occu-
pation, which will remain during the implementation of interim 
self-rule.
Resisting normalization and further negligence and surrender of 
the Palestinians’ rights. This might be the most important factor 
in determining our choice . . . [sic]. It must be bound to our goals 
and interests in every historical phase . . . [sic].53

I argue that what actually evolved at the social level over the next few 
years was somewhat different. Rather than resist normalization with the 
status quo, Hamas came to seek it, as is made evident in the widened 
scope of its programmatic work at the social level. That is, while the 
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movement strenuously sought to preserve its popular base, it did so not in 
order to mobilize future violent activity against the “state” but to secure 
a form of political and social accommodation in an environment increas-
ingly and dramatically positioned against it. Because of this, the Islamist 
social agenda aimed to strengthen community development in ways that 
were both traditional and new, potentially redefining the notion of par-
ticipation at the individual and collective levels. The next two chapters 
examine and analyze how.
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Chapter 5

ISLAMIST SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS:

CREATING A DESCRIPTIVE CONTEXT

A rising mass movement attracts and holds a following 
not by its doctrine and promises but by the refuge it 

offers from the anxieties, barrenness and 
meaninglessness of an individual existence. It cures 
the poignantly frustrated not by conferring on them 

an absolute truth or by remedying the difficulties and 
abuses which made their lives miserable, but by freeing 
them from their ineffectual selves—and it does this by 
enfolding and absorbing them into a closely knit and 

exultant corporate whole.
—Eric Hoffer1

On Monday, November 24, 2008, U.S. federal prosecutors won sweep-
ing convictions against the Texas-based Holy Land Foundation (HLF) in 
a retrial of the Muslim charity after having lost their original case in a 
mistrial in October 2007. This was the largest terrorism-financing case in 
the United States since the September 11, 2001, attacks. According to the 
New York Times, “the five defendants, all leaders of the Holy Land Foun-
dation for Relief and Development . . . were convicted on all 108 criminal 
counts against them, including support of terrorism, money laundering 
and tax fraud. The group was accused of funneling millions of dollars to 
the Palestinian militant group Hamas, an Islamist organization the gov-
ernment declared to be a terrorist group in 1995.”2

Prior to its shutdown by the U.S. government in December 2001 and 
the seizure of its assets, the HLF was the largest Muslim charity in the 
United States. At the trial, lawyers for the defense argued that the HLF’s 
work was humanitarian, providing aid for a range of community welfare 
programs and particularly for Palestinian orphans living under Israeli 
occupation.

Yet it was the provision of this humanitarian aid—amounting to ap-
proximately $12.4 million—to Islamic charities and schools controlled 
by Hamas that was deemed criminal. The prosecution argued that HLF 
monies were “provided in support to Hamas and its goal of creating an 
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Islamic Palestinian state by eliminating the State of Israel through violent 
jihad.”3 Hence, the government argued, by supporting schools, charities, 
hospitals, and other Islamic social welfare organizations, the Holy Land 
Foundation was spreading Hamas’s ideology, strengthening its political 
agenda, and allowing Hamas to divert monies to support terrorist vio-
lence. Indeed, the prosecutor, Barry Jonas, described the Islamic charities 
supported by the HLF as centers for the recruitment of terrorists that 
were part of a “womb to the tomb” cycle.”4

It is important to note that the HLF leaders, some of whom have family 
ties with Hamas political officials,5 were not accused of directly financing 
terrorism. Rather, they were accused of illegally contributing to Hamas 
through its social welfare structure after its 1995 designation as a terror-
ist organization.6 Patrick Rowan, the assistant U.S. attorney general for 
national security, stated: “For many years, the Holy Land Foundation 
used the guise of charity to raise and funnel millions of dollars to the in-
frastructure of the Hamas terror organization. This prosecution demon-
strates our resolve to ensure that humanitarian relief efforts are not used 
as a mechanism to disguise and enable support for terrorist groups.”7 A 
witness for the U.S. government, Professor Bruce Hoffman of George-
town University, further maintained “that ‘almost without exception,’ 
successful terrorist groups throughout history have relied on charitable 
front groups to raise money and build goodwill among those they seek 
to control—in Hamas’s case, the Palestinians. These front groups rarely 
openly advertise their affiliation, but the people they help ‘know there is 
this connection.’”8

On May 27, 2009, the Holy Land chief executive officer, Shukri Abu 
Baker, and chairman and HLF cofounder, Ghassan Elashi, were each sen-
tenced to sixty-five years in jail while two other HLF officials—Moham-
mad el-Mezain and Abdulrahman Odeh—received fifteen years and an-
other, Mufid Abdulqader, was sentenced to twenty years.9

Underlining the illegality of allowing any distinction between Hamas’s 
political violence and its social sector work was the November 12, 2008, 
designation by the U.S. Treasury Department of the Union of Good, a 
Saudi-based umbrella organization that works with over fifty Islamic foun-
dations worldwide, as a “specially designated global terrorist entity.”10

The Union of Good is regarded as a significant source of support for 
Hamas (a view shared by the PNA); as such the government of Israel out-
lawed the organization in February 2002. Furthermore, on July 7, 2008, 
Israel issued an order declaring as illegal thirty-six global Islamic funds 
and foundations belonging to the Union of Good that raise money that 
“supports Hamas in building a political alternative to the PA and main-
tain a terrorism-supporting system.”11 More specifically, the 2008 order 
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states that the money sent to Hamas’s “civilian infrastructure . . . [which 
provides] legal camouflage for its activities . . . is used to support ter-
rorism, including suicide terrorism.”12 According to Israel’s Intelligence 
and Terrorism Information Center, a research institute closely linked to 
Israel’s Defense Ministry,13 Hamas’s civilian infrastructure supports ter-
rorism in the following ways: “The da‘wah uses ‘education,’ preaching, 
inciting the populace to terrorism and violence and spreads radical Is-
lamic propaganda within the battle for hearts and minds [which] Hamas 
achieves . . . through its independent education system.” Furthermore, the 
“da‘wah supports Hamas’s terrorist operatives (wanted terrorists, pris-
oners, and the wounded) and the families of ‘shaheeds,’ including suicide 
bombing terrorists. That is done directly, with cash payments, or indi-
rectly, through health, welfare, religious and educational services.”14

In its own designation, which came just before the HLF verdict, the 
U.S. Treasury maintained that the Union of Good was created by Hamas 
leaders in 2002 in order to “[facilitate] the transfer of tens of millions of 
dollars a year to Hamas-managed associations.” Furthermore, the Union 
of Good “acts as a broker for Hamas by facilitating financial transfers 
between a web of charitable organizations . . . and Hamas-controlled or-
ganizations in the West Bank and Gaza.”15

On December 3, 2008, in another landmark ruling, the Seventh Circuit 
Court of Appeals in Chicago upheld a judgment against three U.S.-based 
Muslim charities—the American Muslim Society, the Islamic Association 
for Palestine-National, and the Qur’anic Literacy Institute—accused of 
financially supporting Hamas through their support of Hamas’s social 
welfare institutions. The court ruled that charities are liable if they sup-
port organizations that engage in terrorist acts even if the donated funds 
were earmarked for humanitarian purposes. The case centered on the 
murder of David Boim, a teenager killed by Hamas in 1996. Boim’s fam-
ily sued the charities, and a lower federal judge ordered them to pay $156 
million in damages.

This ruling was subsequently overturned by a federal appeals court, 
which said that an “adequate causal link” between the charities’ activi-
ties and Boim’s killing had to be shown. But the December 3 ruling over-
turned this and agreed with the lower court that no proof of a linkage 
was necessary. Judge Richard Posner, writing for the eight-to-two major-
ity, argued: “Anyone who knowingly contributes to the nonviolent wing 
of an organization that he knows to engage in terrorism is knowingly 
contributing to the organization’s terrorist activities. And that is the only 
knowledge that can reasonably be required as a premise for liability. . . . 
Giving money to Hamas, like giving a loaded gun to a child (which also 
is not a violent act), is an ‘act dangerous to human life.’”16
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Hence, the mere successful provision of services is regarded as
propaganda—providing “over arching legitimization and cover for what 
is ultimately a terrorist organization”17—capable of directly mobilizing 
the poor into political acts of violence. The conceptualization of the Is-
lamic social sector as a terrorist infrastructure that recruits, proselytizes, 
and radicalizes beneficiaries and mobilizes them into political and mili-
tary action in support of Hamas, diverting humanitarian aid to military 
use and strengthening the political role of Hamas, is not new; it certainly 
did not arise with any of these trials but rather with the emergence of 
Hamas over two decades ago. As these cases show, the equation of Is-
lamist social institutions with violence and the belief that the work of 
these institutions is merely a guise for promoting terrorism and its at-
tendant agenda as well as other forms of abuse remains deeply embedded 
and uncritically embraced at many levels of American society including 
the U.S. Supreme Court.18

The reality, however, is far more complex and, I would argue, chal-
lenges some key common assumptions. This chapter and the next will an-
alyze why. This chapter begins with a descriptive account of the Islamist 
social institutions (ISI) in Palestine that I surveyed and their characteristic 
features, including some ethnographic data on individual organizations, 
the people who work in them, and those who seek their services. (Again, 
I use the terms “Islamist” and “Islamic” interchangeably. The former re-
fers to the fact that the Islamic social sector falls under Hamas’s domain, 
while the latter is a term that is used by respondents to describe their in-
stitutions.) It is my intention here to provide a representative sampling of 
institutions, some of which I spent days and weeks with and others, just 
hours (or less). As stated in chapter 1, while my focus is on ISIs in Gaza, 
I also include some from the West Bank in an effort to compare Islamic 
institutions in the two areas. Furthermore, in addition to those social in-
stitutions with some form of affiliation or tie with Hamas, I include those 
that claimed none at all, admittedly a minority. I do so not only to convey 
a sense of the breath and depth of the Islamic social sector but in an effort 
to better understand Hamas’s role therein. This is followed in chapter 6 
by an analysis of my key findings with regard to the Islamist social sector 
and the nature of Islamist mobilization.

Defining a Typology of Islamist Social Institutions

“We work under the sun,” said the director of one ISI in Gaza, refer-
ring to the broad range of activities undertaken by the Islamist social 
sector. Indeed, my research found that Islamic institutions play roles in 
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a wide range of areas: relief and charity work; care of orphans,19 which 
includes all aspects of their life from infancy to age sixteen; care of the el-
derly; care and placement of “illegitimate” children, who come to them as 
abandoned infants; youth-based programs, including sports and the arts; 
preschool, primary, elementary, high school, and university education; 
literacy training; vocational and computer literacy training; library devel-
opment; education and rehabilitation of physically and mentally disabled 
children and adults; primary and tertiary health care; specialized health 
care; women’s income-generating activities; and women’s empowerment 
and civic participation programs. In 1999 Islamic institutions accounted 
for 10 percent to 40 percent of all social institutions in the Gaza Strip and 
West Bank, according to various sources including Palestinian ministries, 
Islamic and secular NGOs, and Palestinian research institutions. And for 
individual sectors in Gaza such as education, these percentages appeared 
to be much higher.20

The exact number of ISIs was impossible to determine with any ac-
curacy. To my knowledge, no official numbers existed. (I am told this re-
mains the case.) For example, an official with the General Union of NGOs 
in Gaza said in 1999 that there were about 200 NGOs in Gaza and 800 in 
the West Bank. Although some Islamic NGOs belonged to the Union, this 
official did not know how many were actual Union members but claimed 
that 16 NGOs “belonged” to Hamas. Another Union official maintained 
that there were fewer than 14 Islamic NGOs in Gaza, excluding branch 
organizations. The deputy minister of NGOs in the PNA’s Ministry of 
Interior in Gaza indicated that there were 700 NGOs in the West Bank 
and Gaza, only 40 of which were Islamic. (His hostility to Islamic institu-
tions was very clear in our exchange, and he asked rather incredulously 
whether my research was sanctioned by Harvard.) The deputy minister 
in the PNA’s Ministry of Non-Governmental Organizations in Ramallah 
(which was abolished in 2002) stated at the time that there were over 
1,800 NGOs in the West Bank and Gaza but only 600 to 700 were “real” 
or operational. He, too, did not know what percentage were Islamic.21

In its excellent study of Islamic social welfare activism in the occu-
pied territories, the International Crisis Group (ICG) indicated that in 
2002 the number of “Hamas-affiliated social welfare organizations” in 
the West Bank and Gaza fell between 70 and 100 (excluding branch 
organizations).22 I should make clear that, for PNA officials especially, 
“Islamic” was synonymous with “Hamas,” and ISIs were unequivocally 
viewed with hostility; affiliation with Hamas was assumed but never de-
lineated. Little if any allowance was made for, or significance attributed 
to, any distinction between the social and political sectors of the Islamic 
movement or to nonaligned ISIs.
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Islamic social organizations have been categorized in somewhat dif-
ferent but equally accurate ways. The ICG divided ISIs into two broad 
categories: charitable and service institutions.23 The former engage pri-
marily in the provision of food and cash assistance, while the latter pro-
vide a wide range of services primarily in welfare, education, and health. 
The two sometimes overlap programmatically. Glenn E. Robinson, a 
scholar of Hamas, provides a somewhat different typology of Hamas’s 
institutional network, dividing it into mosque-based or religious-based 
institutions (which are predominated by the Mujamma), other medical 
and educational institutions, and explicitly political institutions such as 
student political parties at universities that are designed to mobilize sup-
port for Hamas.24

Ismail Haniyeh, the former head of the Islamic NGO sector in Gaza 
and the current prime minister of the Hamas-led government in Gaza, di-
vided the work of the Islamic social sector into education, health, sports, 
women’s affairs, and youth-based activities. Ismail Abu Shanab similarly 
categorized the work of the social sector into religious-based activities, 
health and educational services, and charity.25 (I was unable to obtain 
exact numbers from either of them.)

While all these typologies are valid, I would offer another typology that 
clearly emerged from my fieldwork, one that views ISIs not only from the 
perspective of their programmatic work but also from the strategic or 
methodological approach they take to their work. Here I am referring to 
the way a given ISI approached and interacted with the people who used 
their services: either as “mere” recipients or as participants in a process of 
community-based development. The former generally characterized the 
approach of charitable institutions, while the latter was more often found 
among institutions that provided community services.

Hence, I would offer a typology that categorizes ISIs as traditional/
nonactivist and developmental/activist. These categories are certainly not 
absolute, and the lines between them were sometimes crossed. However, 
the former tended to focus on addressing the basic needs of individuals 
and families—where institutional initiatives were defined by need, not 
vision—while the latter emphasized civic empowerment through com-
munity participation and were inspired by a longer, more articulated 
view. Traditional institutions typically included charities, religious-based 
institutions, and some service (educational and health) institutions, while 
developmental institutions embraced various service organizations in-
cluding those engaged in formal and informal education, the delivery of 
health care, certain women’s organizations, and sports and cultural pro-
grams. The examples below were chosen because they typify the work of 
ISIs in each category and because it is not possible to include a descriptive 
account of every institution visited (see appendix).
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Traditional Institutions

Islamist social institutions are defined more broadly to comprise “a wide 
range of institutions providing a large variety of services to Palestinian 
society.”26 They can be very small, shoestring operations consisting, say, 
of a group of volunteers distributing food or larger, more sophisticated 
organizations such as a specialized medical facility or vocational train-
ing center with a board of directors, employees, and fund-raising opera-
tions. Some are individual organizations and locally based, while others 
are branches of a larger organization often headquartered in Gaza City. 
Examples of such institutions, collected during my fieldwork in the late 
1990s, are described below.27

The House of the Book and the Sunna (HBS), centrally located in the 
Khan Younis/Bani Suheila area of the Gaza Strip, was strictly engaged in 
humanitarian work. The HBS had several programs typical of traditional 
ISIs: relief (food, clothing, cash assistance) for the needy, orphan support, 
a school, and a health clinic. With a staff of forty, most of them volunteers 
(although paid workers received only IS 600 or US $150 per month), 
the HBS claimed to reach approximately ten thousand people directly 
and indirectly through its various programs. Their school had 180 male 
and 180 female students enrolled full time in grades six through twelve. 
Classrooms were segregated, with boys taught by male teachers and girls 
by females, given the institution’s very strict religious orientation. In fact, 
before I was allowed inside, my companion, Ramadan, entered alone and 
was asked if I was appropriately covered or was wearing any makeup, 
especially lipstick.

Boys and girls learned different subjects. Boys learned Arabic language, 
religion, computer science, handicrafts, and ceramics. Girls learned sew-
ing, cooking, and some computer skills. There was a rather impressive 
library—in fact, we entered through the library—that contained only 
religious texts, “nothing analytical,” the head of the HBS proudly pro-
claimed, an elderly man whom I will call the Haj, since he would not give 
me his name. He told me that girls and boys could use the library free 
of charge but girls could come only on designated days and never mixed 
with boys, which was not necessarily the case in other ISIs. This segrega-
tion appealed to many parents for both cultural and religious reasons. 
Because the HBS served a poor population, student fees were minimal 
and sometimes waived.

The HBS relief program had long supported around 5,000 people in 
the Khan Younis area with food, clothing, and cash assistance, but this 
number was later reduced to 2,500 owing to economic constraints. Its 
orphan program served 700 children whose families received a monthly 
stipend of $50, but I was unable to determine the criteria for selection 
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or the length of the support. The program had Muslim, Christian, 
and international donors, primarily the United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP).

Lastly, the HBS ran a health clinic that received twenty to thirty pa-
tients a day. The Haj told me, in no uncertain terms, “We prefer Muslim 
doctors, but we will take anyone who is qualified.” The staff consisted of 
five MDs (one of whom was female), including a pediatrician, orthopedic 
specialist, and general practitioner with an ENT specialty. The clinic had 
a lab and a pharmacy and received some of its drugs from the NGO Phar-
macists Without Borders. It charged very little for its health services—five 
new Israeli shekels (NIS) or US $1.25 to use the clinic, and two NIS (US 
$0.50) for medicines, a fraction of what a government clinic would have 
charged at the time.

The HBS had a huge facade with a big sign proudly announcing its 
presence. The facility was extremely clean and spacious, even cavernous, 
but quite austere. Every room had a computer, a characteristic feature 
of most ISIs. I encountered only male staff, which was somewhat atypi-
cal, and they wore both traditional and Western attire. However, I was 
allowed to speak only with two men: the Haj, clearly the organization’s 
patriarch, who was stern and suspicious (although he began to relax as 
the interview progressed); and a younger, more outgoing male assistant 
who clearly deferred to his superior.

Throughout the interview, the Haj would not look at me or address 
me directly; he interacted only with my (male) companion, Ramadan. I 
would ask a question and the Haj would direct his answer to Ramadan. 
While it was typical for male staff in ISIs not to shake my hand, this 
interview was the only instance in which I experienced such punctilious 
treatment, which derived from the Haj’s religiously orthodox character 
and no doubt set the tone for the whole institution. I should add that 
this sort of orthodoxy was the exception among the Islamic institutions I 
visited. Indeed, throughout our discussion, the Haj insisted that the HBS 
was more authentically (i.e., religiously and strictly) Islamic than other 
ISIs, something that my research confirmed.

The Qatar Charitable Society (QCS), which was headquartered in 
Gaza City, was an Islamic charity funded largely by the Qatari govern-
ment and affiliated donors. The QCS claimed no affiliation to Hamas 
whatsoever. It administered some of its programs through the al-Salah 
Islamic Association (see below). The then head of the Society, a lovely, 
gentle man known as Abu Hisham, had earlier headed Gaza’s zakat com-
mittees and still worked closely with them.

The QCS engaged in strictly humanitarian work. It assisted the very 
needy, sick, disabled, and marginalized with money, clothing, and food. 
It also had a program for orphans and needy university students that 
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subsidized fees and other costs. Decisions were based entirely on need 
according to various criteria (which did not appear to be consistently ap-
plied) including household income, number of family members working, 
and number of sick, disabled, and elderly family members.

During this time in Gaza, not only were economic conditions declining, 
but the direct funding of many NGOs was ending, with monies being re-
directed through the PNA in an attempt to strengthen the ruling author-
ity during the Oslo period. In effect, what this did was cut off funds or 
reduce the funding of many viable NGOs, undermining their ability to 
work. Thus, given the QCS’s limited resources, more people were turned 
away than could be helped.

Typically, needy Gazans would come to the QCS office seeking assis-
tance. Potential clients who were physically unable to travel or could not 
afford to do so were visited at home by Abu Hisham. He would often 
approach wealthy businessmen and shopkeepers, asking them to offer 
longer-term support for an individual child or help defray a specific cost, 
such as a medical procedure or educational expense.

QCS’s office staff was no more than three people, but it had a larger 
constellation of field-workers. I was fortunate to sit with Abu Hisham 
in his office (in the Rimal section of Gaza City) while he received clients 
and to accompany him on many of his field visits throughout the Strip. 
Clients coming to the QCS office were invariably women asking for as-
sistance. All were fully covered but not veiled (although a minority had 
their faces covered). Women who came for help of this kind were almost 
always desperate and sad and ashamed of their position, especially the 
younger ones. Abu Hisham spent a great deal of time gently turning peo-
ple down, explaining that there were not enough funds to help everyone, 
even the most grief stricken and destitute.

During one of these exchanges, I was sitting across from Abu Hisham. 
These encounters made me painfully aware of the terrible poverty con-
fronting so many in Gaza. That afternoon, three different women, two of 
them sisters, were in the office. When the sisters realized that Abu Hisham 
could not help them, they approached me, pleading that they each had 
disabled children and no money to care for them. The third woman was 
weeping because she could not pay her rent and her landlord was going 
to evict her family. Even after she left the office, I could hear her sobs 
fading into the street below. When I visited a local zakat office (zakat,
one of the five pillars of Islam, is an obligatory tax levied on Muslims 
and given to the poor) with Abu Hisham, a similar scene unfolded with 
a woman and her ten-year-old daughter. After being told there was no 
money to help her, she shoved her daughter toward me saying, “Take 
her to America, please. At least you can feed her.” The little girl, fearing 
perhaps that I would, clung desperately to her mother.
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In yet another encounter in the Nuseirat refugee camp, a young mother 
came in to speak with Abu Hisham. She was holding her toddler boy and 
explained that he had cerebral palsy, something that was entirely plau-
sible given his unusually small size at the age of two or three. She was 
asking for money to buy him Pampers. Abu Hisham spoke softly to the 
woman, and then she left looking a bit relieved. “What are you going to 
do,” I asked? “We are going to buy her Pampers.”

Abu Hisham would see how upset I would get after some of these visits 
and would say in a gentle but resigned manner, “You just get used to it.” 
Visiting his clients in their homes was a similarly disquieting experience. 
These individuals were among the poorest and most marginal in Gazan 
society. One such family of nine lived in three small rooms in the Deir 
al-Balah refugee camp. They were classified as needy because the father, 
a young man, was epileptic and had been severely beaten by Israeli sol-
diers during the first Intifada. They had two sons, both of whom were 
deaf. At the time of our visit, the mother was in the hospital undergoing 
surgery. The person who affected me the most, however, was the father’s 
mother, who sat on the floor wordlessly, listless to the point of being non-
responsive. Despite her detachment, her profound sadness was searing. 
She clearly hated being viewed in this way by me and the two other for-
eigners with us, two Asian nuns. I felt ashamed for violating her dignity 
in this way, for taking away what little she had left, and quickly walked 
out of the shelter. Abu Hisham told me that they receive only NIS 200 
(US $50) per month, “very little, I know, but better than nothing at all.” 
Social workers would visit the family once every three months.

Two other families assisted by the QCS were totally destitute. One 
family of nine lived in Deir al-Balah village in a shelter consisting of four 
crudely made walls and a dirt floor. The entrance was the only source of 
natural light. The interior was dark, damp, and clammy. There was no 
electricity or working appliances. They cooked over an open fire. Run-
ning water was the only apparent amenity. A doorless, broken refrigera-
tor in the common area was used as a makeshift wardrobe. The disabled 
father sat alone in one “room”; his two sons sat in another area, and 
his daughters remained separate, huddled together in what passed as a 
kitchen—a hole in the dirt floor probably used to light a fire. A pail was 
used to wash dishes. Beyond a few salutations, no one spoke; they just 
stared. This family received NIS 200 (US $50) per month.

Another family I have never forgotten were squatters, homeless people 
who lived under the constant threat of eviction. Their “home” consisted 
of three tents: one for eating (which contained some floor mats and a 
small, decrepit cupboard), one for sleeping, and another where they kept 
odd pieces of clothing strewn in piles. The mother was clearly ill, suffer-
ing from some sort of respiratory disorder. Her children, including a set 
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of twins, were all filthy and poorly clothed, and some also appeared to be 
sick. A makeshift oven existed outside and was used to bake bread. This 
family was entirely without means of support, marginalized within, and 
by, their own society. In addition to a monthly stipend of NIS 200 (US 
$50), Abu Hisham would provide them, when possible, with donations 
of clothing and food.

The QCS supported several other programs, none of which appeared 
to be part of a larger strategic or institutional plan; rather, support would 
be given to discrete projects if a compelling need or purpose was identi-
fied particularly by Abu Hisham. (When I asked Abu Hisham what he 
would do if he had more money, he said simply that he would help more 
needy and sick families.) The QCS supported 240 needy families (those 
who were poor, disabled, or had an ill or disabled father), some through 
the al-Salah Association and others with the help of external donors.

It also provided financial support for the construction of a mosque in 
Rafah, which I was taken to see. The mosque had three floors: the first 
for praying, the second for women’s activities, and the third for youth 
activities. Plans also included building a bed-and-breakfast facility for 
mosque visitors.

QCS grants were also given to support six (out of twenty) rehabilita-
tion centers for disabled children—in Gaza City and elsewhere in the 
Strip. Previously, the grants had been given directly to disabled children’s 
families, but when QCS staff found that the money was not being used 
for the child, they decided to give it only to certified rehabilitation cen-
ters. One such recipient was the Nuseirat Rehabilitation Center (NRC) in 
the Nuseirat refugee camp. The NRC ran a program for disabled children 
aged six to fourteen—sixty-eight physically disabled children, forty-five 
deaf boys and girls, and an undetermined number of children with brain 
damage. The Center ran several programs, including one that taught sign 
language to children and their parents; another specifically directed at 
teaching brain-damaged children; a computer training course for both 
boys and girls; and vocational training courses that aimed to give chil-
dren vocational skills. Children were allowed to remain in the school 
until they attained a specific skill, in some cases, as long as ten years. 
Teachers, primarily women, were all UNRWA trained and had had one 
year of specialized study, and those I met had taught for at least six years. 
For some subjects but not all, boys and girls would be taught separately. 
All told, the QCS provided support for several hundred disabled children.

Although he never admitted this to me directly, it became clear that Abu 
Hisham largely decided which centers the QCS would support based on 
his visits to the centers, discussions with teachers, degree and quality of 
teacher training, and the way in which children were treated. Adherence 
to Islamic religious law was not the most important criterion affecting his 
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decision; professionalism was, although I was not able to obtain any spe-
cific criteria used by Abu Hisham other than his experience, intellect, and 
common sense. In fact, Abu Hisham told me on more than one occasion 
that beyond the issues of appropriate dress and “respectful behavior,” 
he did not pay much attention to religious purity. “If we do good work 
and help others, then we are doing God’s work.” He also would reiterate, 
“If we discriminate we become fanatics.” Once, referring to the al-Ihsan 
Association for Disabled Children (chapter 6), a center run by Ahmad 
Hijazi, a well-known Muslim religious figure and preacher in Gaza City 
who was known to be affiliated with the Islamic Jihad, Abu Hisham ar-
gued that if Hijazi did not improve his substandard rehabilitation facili-
ties for disabled children, the QCS would cease to support him. In my 
subsequent discussions with Hijazi, I confirmed this and found that there 
was no love lost between the two men. In July 2008, the QCS was one of 
the thirty-six Islamic organizations outlawed by the Israeli government.

The Young Women’s Muslim Society (YWMS) was established in 1981 
by the Mujamma and had branches throughout the Gaza Strip. It served 
females aged eight to sixty. Each branch offered the same vocational 
training, computer training, religious instruction, and literacy programs. 
In addition, the society offered kindergarten classes, summer camp pro-
grams, and a relief assistance program.

Vocational training courses were geared to providing women with
income-generating skills and were largely focused on traditional, cultur-
ally acceptable areas: sewing and knitting. These activities were defined 
by popular, cultural norms, not by Hamas. A typical class had eight to ten 
women per class and would last six months. During their training, women 
would receive lectures on religion, particularly on how to run an Islamic 
home and the importance of religious values, and also on gendered issues 
such as appropriate child-rearing methods, child health care, and main-
taining proper health during pregnancy. The number of classes offered 
depended on demand and institutional resources at any given time.

The Society also offered computer training courses (in DOS, Excel, 
Access) that were certified by the Palestinian Ministry of Education. 
Also emphasized to me was the fact that the YWMS had a license from 
the Palestinian Interior Ministry and was legally registered. (At the time 
of my fieldwork, the Rimal branch, which had been closed by the PNA 
two years earlier, was still operating unofficially with the full knowledge 
of the authorities.) The main center in Gaza City offered three-month 
computer courses. In order to make the most use of their six computers, 
instructors—all of whom were female and had their tawjihi (matricula-
tion exam)—would teach one girl per computer for 1.5 hours three times 
per day.
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Another program for women aged fifty to sixty provided vocational 
training for females who were functionally illiterate, together with liter-
acy classes jointly administered with the Red Crescent Society. Interested 
trainees could receive additional training for several more years. When 
I visited, I observed a class of women in their third year of study who 
seemed very cohesive and visibly proud of their achievements. The sense 
of connectedness among them was palpable. The public was informed 
of the classes through advertisements in local newspapers and by word 
of mouth via Society members who had strong community connections. 
The Society made an effort to offer enough classes so that all interested 
women could enroll.

The YWMS also coordinated training programs with other Gazan or-
ganizations, partnerships that might originate with YWMS or vice versa. 
For example, the Society proposed a training course in food preservation 
to the Palestinian Ministry of Agriculture, which agreed to collaborate 
and sent staff to help plan the course. These courses were subsequently 
offered in Rimal, Tuffah, and Jabalya and proved quite popular; demand 
exceeded capacity. Similarly, the Women’s Affairs Center, a secular orga-
nization in Gaza, approached the YWMS seeking help organizing courses 
in business administration and planning, while the Palestinian Center for 
Micro Projects codesigned with the Society a training program about 
microfinance for women.

The YWMS also ran popular kindergarten programs in three areas: 
Gaza City (one program), Deir el-Balah (one), and Khan Younis (two). 
Each school enrolled 120 children with five to six teachers in ten-month 
sessions from August to June. There were also three nursery schools, 
one each in Rafah, Deir al-Balah, and Gaza with nine students per class. 
These schools had excellent reputations. Children from both rich and 
poor families attended, although the former were charged more. Typi-
cally, poor families were charged NIS 30 (US $7.50) annually.

A particularly important YWMS program was Quranic recitation. 
Both staff and parents highly valued this program. For the staff, the 
program helped lay the foundation for a proper Islamic way of life; for 
many parents, it gave their children something constructive to do and a 
valuable way of filling their spare time. This is not to say that parents 
did not value such religious training—some clearly sought it—but it was 
not necessarily a priority. Part-time courses in Quranic instruction, which 
were licensed by the waqf, were offered at the introductory, intermediate, 
and advanced levels. Each student received a certificate upon completion. 
The House of the Book and Sunna provided materials and sent teachers 
and supervisors to administer tests on how to recite the Quran. After my 
experience with the Haj, I felt certain that these tests were quite rigorous!
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Females aged eight to sixty were eligible, and classes of fifteen to 
twenty students were arranged by age. Courses were held in thirteen sites, 
including mosques, kindergarten classrooms, and other facilities where 
space could be found, often close to where students lived. For younger 
students (aged eight to fifteen), classes were held after school throughout 
the school year. For older women, they were held in the morning and af-
ternoon. Classes involved one and a half to two hours of memorization. 
Each student received a free Quran. There was no charge for these classes 
except for those teaching intensive Quranic memorization.

On a visit to the YWMS branch in the Tuffah section of Gaza City, 
which was a small and rather sparse rented space, I found the place 
throbbing with activity. All the women, both staff (who numbered four) 
and students (around twenty), were conservatively dressed in long cloaks 
or loose-fit coats (jilbab) and head scarves (hijab). The branch was open 
to local people, and the staff made a point of saying that anyone includ-
ing the nonreligious was welcome. When I visited, sewing courses were in 
session, and a minority of the female attendees did not wear head scarves, 
although the staff encouraged them to do so. The facilities were rudimen-
tary but clean, with wooden tables, chairs, and sewing machines on cold 
tile floors. The only decor was color photographs of the summer camp 
program, which were displayed everywhere. Overhead costs were funded 
by class fees, and money was always an issue, given rising expenses.

Another core program was dedicated to providing financial assistance, 
food, and clothing to very poor “hardship” cases. Families were chosen 
on the basis of need, and the identification and selection process was of-
ficially based on standard criteria. However, the needy were often identi-
fied through the Society’s connections with the local community and via 
word of mouth. As with the QCS, families would also approach the Soci-
ety seeking help. While not rigorously scientific, the identification process 
worked. I was told that records on each family were carefully kept and 
shared with other ISIs in order to prevent beneficiaries from obtaining aid 
from multiple sources, a common problem mentioned by many ISIs en-
gaged in relief work. The Tuffah branch alone served two hundred needy 
families, although the average was sixty to one hundred per branch. Also, 
the Palestinian Ministry of Social Affairs occasionally sent female hard-
ship cases to the YWMS for training courses. In fact, PNA-ISI relations 
would sometimes exceed the “merely” bureaucratic (licensing, registra-
tion) and extend into rather cooperative professional relationships, as 
confirmed to me by some ministry officials.28

During the summer, the YWMS offered an extremely popular fifteen-
day camp program for girls in UNRWA schools throughout the Gaza 
Strip—including Rafah, Khan Younis, Deir el-Balah, the Bureij and Ja-
balya refugee camps, and Gaza City. There were forty summer camps, 
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each hosting from one hundred to five hundred girls aged eight to fif-
teen. Orphans were actively recruited for the camp and often accepted 
without charge. The staff was largely female. The camps offered sports, 
handicrafts, health awareness, English language, and computer skills. 
Computer training was especially popular. Field trips included a tour of 
Gaza—which, for some children, was their first excursion beyond their 
neighborhoods—and organized trips to parks and other municipal sites, 
which were facilitated by the Gaza municipality free of charge. A nomi-
nal fee of NIS 10 (US $2.50) was charged to attend, with an additional 
NIS 60 (US $15) fee for the computer course.

I attended one of these camps in Gaza City. Hundreds of children filled 
a huge outdoor space. Many wore YWMS T-shirts (I still have mine), and 
they were divided into groups based on age, each engaged in a specific 
activity. There was great joy, laughter, and excitement, and I remember 
thinking how profound their happiness was.

These summer camps also featured exhibitions of products made by 
women enrolled in YWMS vocational courses, a source of great pride, as 
the women told me. After being exhibited, these products would be sold 
locally, and the proceeds would go to the women.

The Islamic Charitable Society (ICS) was a traditional ISI in the West 
Bank town of Hebron (Al-Khalil in Arabic), which one of my secular 
Khalili friends referred to as a “Hamas factory.” My first trip to the ICS 
began with a lecture from the director, Abdel Khaleq Natsheh, a spokes-
man of Hamas in the West Bank, about the true definition of terror-
ism (a discussion spurred by a prior foreign visitor who had asked him 
whether Hamas would threaten U.S. interests). Terrorism, he told me, can 
take many forms: demolition of homes, denial of medicines, uprooting of 
people, construction of settlements, and expulsion of residents. “We have 
a right to defend ourselves under international law. After liberation, there 
will be no excuse for fighting or violence.” Once the occupation ended, 
he argued, Palestinians could focus on strengthening their civil society 
with the Islamic movement playing a major role. “Islamic institutions 
in Palestine have long assisted people, especially in Hebron. For thirty-
eight years, no one considered these institutions terrorist, but the U.S. can 
freely bomb Iraq and Sudan.” He clearly considered it a grave insult that 
anyone would define his charity as anything evil or violent and resented 
the need to defend it against such accusations.

Founded as a service organization in 1962 by fifteen locals who were 
orphans, the ICS was dedicated to orphan care, offering education, 
health, housing, and relief. With five branches throughout the West Bank, 
the ICS had 140 employees and nine volunteers at the time I carried out 
my research. This included 42 teachers for boys, 50 for girls, and 9 su-
pervisors (and 6 chefs). They were all involved with policy formulation, 
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planning, and the administration of several schools for approximately 
one thousand orphans and five hundred nonorphans (either needy or the 
children of prisoners). Students were male and female, with male teachers 
for boys and female teachers for girls. All women and girls were appro-
priately dressed. The schools were religiously observant but not extreme 
or rigidly traditional like the House of the Book and the Sunna. The ICS 
claimed to be the biggest school of its kind for orphans in the entire West 
Bank and Gaza Strip; while this may have been true, I was never able to 
verify it.

The first six grades were for orphans only. After grade six, the schools 
opened to anyone based on merit. Children attended through age eighteen 
and the completion of the tawjihi. Both the school and the dormitory (for 
six- to fourteen-year-olds) were free of charge for orphans; others were 
charged nominal fees. When dormitory students reached age fourteen, 
they had to go live with relatives. Although orphans and nonorphans re-
ceived the same services, those who lived in the dormitory were provided 
with pocket money, clothes, stationery, books, and transportation. Day 
students received much the same; however, instead of transportation they 
received food, which they ate in school.

ICS schools in villages, which went through grade five, did not have 
boarding facilities, although they did provide food, uniforms, and ex-
tracurricular activities. All ICS schools were approved by the Palestinian 
Ministry of Education and the Islamic waqf, especially the curriculum. 
The ICS, like all Islamic schools, used the government-approved cur-
riculum through grade twelve. However, the ICS curriculum also taught 
various aspects of Islam and used guidelines established by the waqf. For 
example, at the elementary and preparatory levels, children were taught 
about Islamic values and the life of the Prophet. Beginning in grade ten, 
they were taught sharia.

The two schools (one for boys and one for girls) on the main campus in 
Hebron were quite impressive (the former larger than the latter): Rooms 
were large, clean, and nicely decorated, often with photos of the institu-
tional founders and sayings from the Quran. There was a large, rather 
stately library, which I was told contained seven thousand books on Ar-
abic language and literature, English, science, and religion. The school 
campus also had separate dormitories (rather spartan but clean and com-
fortable), dining halls, kitchens, rooms for prayer that were attached to 
each school, and a huge lecture hall with beautifully painted murals of 
Hebron, Jerusalem, Mecca, and Medina on the walls. Both the boys’ and 
girls’ schools contained computer, chemistry, physics, and biology labs 
and classrooms, which were clean but simple with old desks and chairs, 
had walls decorated with photos of the nakba (the catastrophe of 1948), 
sayings from the Quran, and posters of English grammar rules. Hallways 
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were almost festive, decorated with student artwork depicting a variety 
of themes—largely, but not exclusively, Islamic.

As with most Islamic schools I visited, the director claimed that popular 
interest in, and support for, the school was very high. This was sometimes 
confirmed in interviews with parents and other locals. At the time of 
my research, the ICS had graduated twenty-seven classes, and “many of 
those [graduates] were MDs, engineers, professors, teachers, and workers 
in industry and trade,” according to director Natsheh.

Like other charities, the ICS solicited local and foreign sponsors for in-
dividual orphans. The latter could be either Muslim organizations (such 
as the now-shuttered Holy Land Foundation) or Christian organizations. 
At the time of my research, a wealthy local resident had donated a parcel 
of land on which a new school was being built, and another promised 
donation was to be used to build a new girls’ school, which was closed by 
the Israeli government in 2008. The ICS was largely dependent on local 
grants and donations to cover running costs. When I asked about financ-
ing, the director looked at me and responded, “Here comes the question 
about terrorism.”

Other sources of funding or in-kind support included local zakat com-
mittees (which would donate cash or blankets) and charitable associa-
tions and NGOs (both Islamic and non-Islamic, local and foreign), which 
sometimes gave food and donations from abroad, particularly the United 
States and Canada. The ICS had a public relations officer who told me 
he spent much of his time writing project proposals and trying to get 
them funded by applying to donor agencies directly or through NGOs. 
“We will take money from anyone,” he told me, another common theme 
among ISIs.

It became apparent that, like many other Islamic charities, the ICS was 
in good part dependent on the financial resources and goodwill of the 
local community. For this and other reasons, the staff clearly worked 
hard to maintain the comparatively high quality of their services and a 
reputation for honesty and service. The ICS was also very open about the 
fact that, as a registered NGO, the staff regularly dealt with different Pal-
estinian governmental ministries and international organizations. They 
described a proposal they had submitted to the UNDP via the Palestin-
ian Economic Council for Development and Reconstruction (PECDAR), 
which was established by the World Bank, for the construction of a new 
school (which I subsequently confirmed with PECDAR). Although the 
proposal was turned down by the UNDP, PECDAR had agreed to fund 
the construction of one floor. Natsheh also described how Yasser Arafat 
had visited their Society and had lunch and dinner with its board. The 
ICS had never been shut down by the PNA but had been closed several 
times by Israel. Some of its former students and teachers were among 
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those deported to Lebanon in 1992. On those occasions when it was shut 
down, classes would be held in local mosques.

Interestingly, when I asked about its relationship with other Islamic 
institutions, I was told that the ICS generally had more interaction with 
non-Islamic organizations than with Islamic ones. Natsheh answered, 
as did officials in other ISIs, that their work with other Islamic institu-
tions was largely a matter of coordination—comparing lists of recipi-
ents to ensure that beneficiaries were not receiving support from multiple 
sources—again, a common finding. In some cases, ISIs coordinated care 
of a specific child, but this was often done at the personal, not institu-
tional, level.

The ICS was extremely well known in the Hebron area and rarely had 
to recruit; instead people came seeking its services, especially schooling. 
If the number of children exceeded availability, then priority was given to 
children with no father and secondarily to children with no mother. Two 
to three times a year the ICS would deliver food supplies—rice, sugar, oil, 
tea, canned and fresh meat—and clothes to the families of its students 
who were orphans, thereby maintaining a link with the student beyond 
the school. Services were also extended to about 1,000 additional needy 
families who would receive clothes, food, blankets, shoes, and cash about 
two to three times a year. Given that the average family had no fewer 
than four people, at least 4,000 people, including at least 2,000 to 2,500 
children, were assisted. In addition, the ICS sponsored a small income-
generation project for poor women and a workshop for sewing clothes 
that employed several women from nearby villages. In 1999 the ICS es-
tablished a library in Hebron, which is described in the next chapter. On 
the more entrepreneurial end, it owned a commercial building in which it 
leased space to other businesses and ran a popular local market in which 
people would rent stall space to sell inexpensive clothes and shoes. Over 
the last ten years, the ICS also began operating two bakeries, a dairy, a 
physical therapy clinic, and a Boy Scout troop.

Almost all—if not all—ISIs, even those I would consider “developmen-
tal,” had a strong charitable component, which is consistent with Islamic 
values. In Palestine, as in other parts of the Arab and Islamic world, chari-
table institutions are often associated with zakat committees, which are 
a defined presence in the world of charitable support in Gaza and among 
the most established Islamic institutions in Palestine. However, it is dif-
ficult to determine how large a role they play financially or organization-
ally. As the ICG explains: “Zakat is not a formal tax in Palestinian law 
nor is it collected by the P[N]A. Because Muslim Palestinians are thus 
free to determine whether, to what extent and how to disburse zakat
payments, it is for all intents and purposes impossible to determine what 
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percentage of the population participates in this practice, or how much 
money is raised on an annual basis.”29 It is also impossible to determine 
to what extent, if any, zakat money provided a financial resource for 
Hamas (as the committees did for the Mujamma prior to the first upris-
ing), although there has been considerable speculation on this issue.

Zakat committees have long existed in both Gaza and the West Bank. 
According to the PNA, there were sixty-two zakat committees in the oc-
cupied territories in 1998, while an unpublished UN study found thirty 
such committees in 2001, sixteen of which were in the Gaza Strip.30 These 
committees, which have been under the direction of the PNA’s Ministry 
of Religious Affairs since 1996, serve primarily low-income families in 
which the husband/father is permanently disabled, chronically ill, un-
employed, or imprisoned, and families headed by widows and divorced 
women. Beyond individual payments from local residents, zakat commit-
tees receive money from diverse sources, including voluntary donations 
from individuals, governments, corporations, organizations, and from 
zakat funds abroad.

By 2003, the Gaza zakat committee claimed over fifty employees 
and distributed “cash assistance, food, medicine, free health care, and
interest-free loans for housing and university education”31 to more than 
five thousand people. Specifically, the zakat committee had a program for 
needy families and sick people. Recipients were identified through various 
means, but most common were the personal connections between zakat
officials and the community. These connections were absolutely critical 
in identifying the needy, especially those who were incapable of accessing 
the system or otherwise disempowered or vulnerable. Word-of-mouth re-
ferrals were important, as were more systematic methods of identification 
that included information sharing with other ISIs and NGOs. Typically, 
needy families would periodically receive locally purchased food parcels 
consisting of three kilos of rice, sugar, lentils, cooking oil, and two cans 
of meat. The zakat committees would also distribute meat to the poor on 
special occasions such as holidays, and needy students would get money 
for school fees.32

Residents also sought assistance from the zakat for specific medical 
problems. During one of my visits to the Gaza zakat committee, a young 
woman came in with her medical records, pleading that she needed to 
purchase equipment for a kidney ailment, while another requested funds 
for orthopedic surgery. Typically, a steady stream of people would visit 
with medical complaints. Abu Majid, director of the Gaza zakat (and a 
friend of Abu Hisham), admitted that some complaints were false but 
attributed the lies to simple desperation, not some nefarious motive. 
Medical requests were referred to physicians for validation. For those in 
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genuine need, assistance was provided as available and as allowed by the 
committee’s financial capacity, or alternative arrangements were made, if 
possible, to identify a local sponsor to finance the medical care.

Community outreach and networking for funds were important func-
tions of zakat committee work. In fact, at the time, one legendary woman 
in Gaza contributed US $100 per month for each of seven families. How-
ever, demand far exceeded available resources, and in many cases there 
was little the zakat committee could do.

The Gaza zakat committee also had a program for orphans that ser-
viced the entire Gaza Strip “from Beit Hanoun to Rafah.”33 The program 
had 3,000 registered orphans—1,400 had sponsors both local and for-
eign, which meant they were receiving aid (approximately US $25 to $50 
per month distributed every three months), while 1,600 were placed on a 
waiting list. Abu Majid allowed me to look through a pile of applications 
from the families of orphans; each contained photos of the child, the 
family, and financial data. He also showed me receipts for donations with 
a list of signatures from recipients—usually the mother. If the mother 
was illiterate, a fingerprint was taken, and proof of receipt was sent to 
the donor. Records appeared to be carefully kept and filed, although not 
computerized.

The Rafah zakat, headed by a fellow named Abu Ahmad, had a similar 
though far smaller program supporting 154 orphans largely with donors 
from Jordan and Saudi Arabia. There appeared to be little coordination 
with the Gaza zakat program. Children were selected on the basis of 
need, health status, and family circumstance. Again, since these commit-
tees worked in communities of which they were a part, clients were often 
identified through personal connections. Families would also seek out 
the zakat committee for assistance. Unlike the office in Gaza, the Rafah 
“office” was literally a one-car garage space, poor and sparse. The sole 
decoration was a photo collage of the zakat committee’s activities: meat 
distribution, sheep slaughtering, and distribution of gifts and school sup-
plies to children.

Sponsors of orphaned children, whether local or foreign, were pro-
vided with data on “their” child, which I was shown: birth certificates, 
a biography, father’s death certificate, monthly income, information on 
the mother (alive or dead, employed), present guardian, level of educa-
tion, school address, mother’s ID card, photos of the child and the fam-
ily, health reports, and sometimes more extensive reports on the health 
and economic status of the child’s family. Donors apparently preferred to 
sponsor children younger than age ten. Some supported the same child 
for several years. A minority supported older children. Funding stopped 
at age sixteen. However, it was more common for donors to give for 
six months or one year. At that point, the zakat committee had to find 
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another donor. Officials in the Palestinian Ministry of Social Affairs at 
the time told me that since they did not have a specific program for or-
phans, they would sometimes refer individual cases to the zakat commit-
tee or other ISIs. Conversely, depending on the service they were engaged 
in, ISIs would solicit the Palestinian Social Affairs Ministry for assistance, 
as did the al-Ihsan Charitable Society in Hebron, which provided services 
for the mentally and physically disabled and ran a school exclusively 
for the deaf. Al-Ihsan sought help for thirty-five disabled children and 
received a one-time payment of US $50 per child.34

Most donors sponsoring children under age ten were local (including 
Arabs from Israel), although foreign sponsors (both institutional and in-
dividual) typically came from Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi 
Arabia, Jordan, the United States (HLF), and the United Kingdom (Inter-
pal, Islamic Relief). A common complaint was that before the establish-
ment of the PNA, the zakat committee received money from such orga-
nizations as World Vision, the UNDP, and Catholic Relief Services; since, 
monies were redirected to and through the PNA, a financial loss for ISIs 
and other NGOs.

Sometimes foreign donations were earmarked for specific items: that 
summer, Kuwaiti money was being used to purchase 1,800 school bags. 
During one of my visits with Abu Majid, the transaction was being final-
ized. I asked if I could examine one school bag. On it was written (in 
English):

What I try to say through my work is simple. My message is as fol-
lows: Love all creatures, love everything that has life. I have been 
trying to express in different ways through my work the message 
such as “preserve nature” “Bless life” “Be careful of a civilization 
that puts too much stock in science” “Do not wage war” and so on.

When I asked Abu Majid about the quotation, he did not even know it 
was there. He had purchased the school bags because he had gotten a 
good deal on them and did not really care or notice what was written on 
them. He asked me to explain what the saying meant and was even more 
pleased with his purchase after I did. A similar purchase of school bags by 
the zakat committee in Rafah included copybooks, pencils, a writing tab-
let, a calendar, and some simple toys that were distributed free of charge.

Foreign donors, in particular, would receive a follow-up report on 
“their” child every six months. The average monthly payment was NIS 
100 (US $25), although some children received more depending on need 
and sponsor wishes. At one of the distribution days that I attended when 
women would collect their checks, they were all conservatively dressed in 
the hijab and jilbab and some were entirely veiled, which was not com-
mon in Gaza at the time. Checks were issued through different banks 
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depending on where donors were located. On this particular day, I saw 
checks that were drawn on the Cairo-Amman Bank and Israel’s Bank 
Leumi.

Again, the primary form of interaction and coordination between the 
zakat committee and other ISIs (and some non-Islamic institutions) was 
around the issue of duplication. It was well known that recipients would 
go to more than one charitable organization seeking aid. Hence, duplica-
tion of benefits was carefully screened by ISIs and other NGOs. In fact, 
this was the primary and, for many, the only form of coordination ISIs 
engaged in with each other.

During a visit with Abu Hisham to the Rafah zakat committee, Abu 
Ahmad took us to meet a young girl with clubfeet for whom the Rafah 
zakat committee had raised US $1,000 for surgery. Unfortunately, she 
was not at home when we arrived. However, an interesting thing oc-
curred during this attempted visit. The same building housed the Mus-
lim Women’s Youth Center (MWYC). Given my keen interest in Islamic 
institutions, both Abu Ahmad and Abu Hisham asked if I would like to 
visit the Center. I immediately agreed, and we entered. I had assumed that 
the two men were familiar with the MWYC and that was why they had 
suggested we visit. I was surprised to discover that neither of them knew 
about the Center and had never previously visited it, something I had not 
expected given the local character of life in Gaza and Rafah’s compara-
tively small size. (Throughout my research, I repeatedly found that this 
sort of “expected” relationship often did not exist, and that the world of 
ISIs was far less integrated or coordinated than I had initially assumed.)

When we entered, a young and assertive woman, whose head and 
body were covered, quickly approached us. It was clear from their sub-
sequent exchange that this woman did not know either Abu Ahmad or 
Abu Hisham. After they explained who we were and the nature of my 
research, she invited us in.

The MWYC facility was small, but every square inch of space was 
used. We saw at least five activities: artificial flower making; a shop sell-
ing products, some of which were produced by the Center (including 
plates, cups, teakettles, oil canisters, clothing, framed religious sayings, 
and serving platters); another shop selling children’s books and school 
supplies at reduced prices; a classroom filled with school uniforms; and a 
day care facility for twenty to thirty children “of working mothers.” Abu 
Hisham appeared quite impressed and complimented the director (whose 
name we were not given), who was clearly pleased. On this particular 
day, only a few female staff were present, all of whom were covered but 
not veiled. We made our visit brief given that we had unexpectedly inter-
rupted their work. Outside the entrance to the MWYC, an Arabic sign 
indicated that Save the Children and USAID had contributed funds.
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Developmental Institutions

By definition, developmental ISIs are more complex and sophisticated 
than their traditional counterparts, although they sometimes work in the 
same sector. They have a more integrated and longer-term strategy that 
views the development or betterment of the community as an ongoing 
and multidimensional process. While many of these institutions are large 
and relatively highly capitalized, some are not. An excellent example of a 
developmental ISI is the al-Wafa Medical Rehabilitation Hospital, which 
is discussed in some detail in the last section of this chapter. Here I briefly 
profile two others, the al-Salah Islamic Association and the al-Rahma 
(Mercy for Children) Association.

The al-Salah Islamic Association was established in 1978. The main 
center was located in Deir al-Balah with branches in Gaza and various 
refugee camps. Each branch ran the full range of association programs. 
By 2000, al-Salah employed 35 paid staff and 50 volunteers, including 
the board of directors. By 2006, one year before it was blacklisted by the 
U.S. government, al-Salah employed 270 people.35

The longtime director (through at least 2007), Ahmad al-Kurd, is a 
well-known figure in the Gaza Strip. An Arabic teacher in the UNRWA 
schools for thirty years who also taught English at the Mennonite Central 
Committee, al-Kurd was elected mayor of Deir al-Balah as a Hamas can-
didate in 2005 and is currently the Hamas-appointed minister of social 
affairs. It became clear to me that he was the catalytic force behind the 
organization and its many programs.

Al-Kurd was very clear about his institution’s objectives: to reduce 
poverty, improve living conditions, and empower recipients. He saw its 
most important program as orphan support, which he considered a cru-
cial expression of the Islamic imperative to help the needy and which 
remains, to this day, a central institutional focus.36 Of the 12,000 orphans 
throughout the Gaza Strip at the time, 10,000 were registered, according 
to al-Kurd. Al-Salah provided for 5,000 orphans, making it the single 
largest provider in the territory; as such it was regularly consulted by, and 
interacted with, the Palestinian Ministry of Social Affairs. According to 
al-Kurd, these 5,000 orphans were equivalent to 2,000 families, and by 
helping them the association affected approximately 20,000 people over 
varying periods of time (from several months to several years), depend-
ing on individual need. Each supported child in a family (often more than 
one) received around US $25 to $30 per month. Determination was made 
through an evaluation process (not detailed to me) that aimed to strike a 
balance among needy families. As part of its evaluation process, al-Salah 
did share information with other ISIs about families already receiving 
assistance.
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Al-Salah’s monies derived from international donors, mostly Muslim 
(but also some Christian) NGOs in the United States, Canada, France, 
Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait but also private individuals. In the case 
of the latter, al-Salah would match children with donors, actively foster-
ing a relationship between them. This relationship was considered vital 
for the child not only financially and economically but also psychologi-
cally and socially. According to al-Kurd, knowing that other people cared 
for and were interested in the child lessened his or her sense of abandon-
ment and vulnerability. Typically, donors provided support until the child 
reached the age of fifteen,37 but some kept up support through university 
education, an indication of the depth of the bond that was established 
between the child and the donor.

Not only would individual donors receive, in typical fashion, a report 
on their child every six months including a letter from the orphan, a 
photograph, school certificate, and a report detailing the child’s status, 
but sometimes donors would finance specific items such as computers for 
“their” child. If the family’s circumstances improved, the monthly stipend 
might be reduced. In such cases, donors were asked to help other, more 
needy families. Often they would demur unless “their” family agreed, 
again showing a valued relationship. Sometimes donors would refuse 
outright to support other children because they insisted on supporting 
their child.

The office of the orphan program was run-down and not very clean, al-
though the secretaries (all covered but none veiled) were among the most 
efficient I encountered in my research. Most of their data were computer-
ized, but there were also handwritten charts documenting the receipt of 
funds. They showed me rosters containing, for each supported orphan, 
the child’s name, donor’s name, donor’s country of origin, the amount of 
support, the recipient’s signature, and the date of receipt.38 These receipts 
were sent to donors every month, as accounting was done on a monthly 
basis. On one visit I observed clients coming in to pick up their checks. 
All were women, very poor, young and old, and conservatively dressed 
despite the terrible summer heat. Pictures of the Temple Mount adorned 
one wall, and Quranic inscriptions were hung on two others.

According to al-Kurd, al-Salah was audited annually by an accredited 
firm, Saba Financial, and the results were given to the PNA. Although I 
am not an accountant, I was given a stack of papers (which I could not 
assess) regarding the audit including the final report, which summarized 
the findings most favorably. The walls of the main office had big boards 
laced with color photos of other activities (again, common among these 
institutions): soccer, volleyball, and basketball games; kindergartens; for-
mal dinner functions; and food served during the feasts. Al-Salah also 
arranged for a variety of cultural activities for orphans and their families, 
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including events that were open to the public, in which children and their 
mothers participated and celebrated religious and national holidays. They 
also had cooking classes for orphan girls and were planning a children’s 
library (presents for orphans often included books) and a summer camp 
(“youthful play is a priority for children”39).

I was able to accompany one of al-Salah’s social workers named Leila 
from the Gaza branch40 on her visits to some of her client families. Leila 
focused on the health and educational needs of the child, cultural issues, 
and religious instruction. Although social workers were required to visit 
families twice a year, they often wound up spending more time with in-
dividual families while addressing specific needs. In one day, Leila would 
visit six to seven families for one hour apiece.

For example, on a visit to one (distressed but not destitute) family (that 
was not one of her formal follow-up visits), Leila spent considerable 
time inquiring about family members’ health; when she discovered that 
the family did not have health insurance coverage, she arranged for the 
mother to visit the Gaza office so that al-Salah could arrange coverage 
through the Ministry of Health. The mother clearly appreciated Leila’s 
attention and concern and, despite our polite protestations, kept insisting 
that we remain and eat something. This sort of response from a family 
was not uncommon in our visits. It was clear to me how powerful these 
simple acts of assistance were; they created linkages between human be-
ings and between individuals and institutions that mitigated vulnerabil-
ity, providing recipients with some sense of recourse, some option, in an 
environment where little if any existed.

Because it was summer and school was not in session, Leila and one 
of her coworkers described to me the educational follow-up they do for 
orphans (something Abu Hisham later confirmed41). Social workers, for 
example, would often visit children at school to see how they were doing. 
If problems were found, the social worker would try to get the child 
remedial help, which was relatively easy to do, or arrange for special 
courses, which apparently was more difficult. Sometimes teachers, both 
religious and not, who wanted to help would volunteer their time for 
remedial classes. Typically, these classes were for children aged eight to 
fourteen and were often held in al-Salah kindergarten classrooms. The 
association also had a literacy training center.

Alya, who was another social worker in the Deir al-Balah headquar-
ters, engaged in similar follow-up programs and would sometimes visit 
families with Leila. Alya would also arrange courses for weak students 
that would meet three times per week after school at the Deir al-Balah 
offices. She told me that she identified weak students among her orphans 
by reviewing their school report cards. “We have great ambitions for our 
orphans, but limited funds.” Al-Salah held a ceremony at the end of the 
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school year to acknowledge students who had done well and worked 
hard. Social workers would also visit orphans’ families during feasts, and 
observations were all recorded in formal family evaluations.

Clearly follow-up was an important part of al-Salah’s program and 
something that Abu Hisham, as a contributor to al-Salah, had empha-
sized.42 Alya held monthly meetings for the mothers of orphans, many of 
them widows, both young and old (note: an orphan was also defined by 
al-Salah as a child whose father was disabled or incapacitated). She fo-
cused on a variety of issues regarding health, education, social problems, 
and religious practice. One session I viewed focused on teenage behavior 
and how to deal with it. The discussion elicited expressions of concern 
similar to those one might hear anywhere and, at times, laughter, which 
could not help but make one smile. Discussions dealt with a range of 
related issues including the relationship between a woman’s children and 
her husband, her own relationship with him, and home maintenance.

Women would share stories and advise each other. The practical in-
formation conveyed at these sessions no doubt possessed a certain util-
ity, but they appeared to be far more important for the emotional and 
psychological (and perhaps social) connections they created among some 
of the women, even if these connections ultimately proved transient. The 
sessions also created a certain link with the social workers, who clearly 
had established respectful, caring relationships with some of these poor 
Gazan women, no doubt a rarity in their daily lives. It would be hard to 
imagine that their relationships with Leila or Alya were unimportant to 
both the women and their children.

Alya and some other social workers I met consistently emphasized 
women’s emotional health as a priority concern, whether the woman 
was the mother of an orphan or impoverished or otherwise compromised 
(e.g., her children had been killed in political violence or her husband had 
been disabled). She told me: “The psychological problems of women are 
serious. They are under constant pressure with no psychological relief. 
[Their problems] result from three things: poverty, disease, and a living 
situation that is very limited and difficult, sometimes ten people living in 
a small space, which creates many problems. For women especially there 
is much nervous[ness], tension, and stress. There are also physical prob-
lems [such as] nutritional problems, thalassemia, and vision problems. 
They have suffered a lot, and we want to compensate them.”43

Al-Salah would assist women in two ways: by empowering them to 
help themselves and by providing some resources directly. Empowering 
them meant providing clients with the names and addresses of women’s 
associations and organizations (both Islamic and non-Islamic) that could 
help them find work or obtain needed assistance. A common referral was 
to the (decidedly secular) Gaza Community Mental Health Program, 
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whose services were free for the poor. Women were also referred to a 
local psychology clinic run by a respected professional. Information 
sharing between al-Salah’s social workers and their female clients—and 
showing women how to advocate for themselves—was a critical compo-
nent of their relationship. It built high levels of trust between women and 
al-Salah’s social workers. This accessibility to the staff both reduced the 
women’s isolation and empowered them at the same time. On Thursdays 
women had an open invitation to visit the office, speak with a social 
worker, discuss their problems, use the phone, photocopy documents, 
and find whatever organizational help they needed.

Another way that al-Salah assisted its clients was by arranging coun-
seling sessions for women with its own social workers. Although the so-
cial workers were not trained psychologists and had limited therapeutic 
skills, they still provided an emotional resource that seemed to be valued 
and appreciated by many clients, who perhaps felt less marginalized and 
vulnerable after being seen. For some women the relationship seemed to 
have a sense of intimacy, a familial quality that superseded ties to al-Salah 
as an organization but that clearly forged a link with it. Other women, 
however, were less sanguine, some expressing frustration with inadequate 
services.

The institution also had a program for 500 needy families44 (defined as 
families in which the father was unemployed or parents were disabled). 
These individuals received a modest monthly stipend (NIS 200 or US 
$50), also funded by private donors, and their children’s school fees (in-
cluding university) were covered. During the first month of school, for 
example, al-Salah would distribute supplies to 2,000 needy children in 
Gaza, in addition to their standard 5,000 orphans. Furthermore, they 
would distribute winter clothes and foodstuffs, including lamb from Aus-
tralia and canned meat from New Zealand, to around 6,000 families; 
approximately 2,000 families received flour rations.45

Education was another focal point of al-Salah’s program. One of my 
interviews with al-Kurd took place at a brand new school, the al-Salah 
Benevolent School (for boys), which was still under construction at the 
time but which opened in the fall of 1999. This project had been initiated 
by the board of directors and licensed by the Palestinian Ministry of Edu-
cation.46 The school began at third grade and was planned to run through 
high school. There were eighteen classrooms with 30 boys per class for a 
total student body of 540 boys. Orphans would pay no fees. Although al-
Kurd had hired twenty teachers for the start of the school year, his hope 
was to ultimately employ fifty. He indicated that a separate school was 
planned for girls, but he did not sound very enthusiastic or convinced of 
its actualization.47 The planned curriculum would be heavily weighted 
toward the hard sciences, but it would also include computer literacy, 
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English, and religion. The facility consisted of three new buildings, all 
designed, Mr. al-Kurd said humorously, by a “Fatah architect/engineer.” 
We held our interview in one of the administrative buildings. Another 
contained a cafeteria (all meals would be free), library, and cultural center 
in which events would be held. The third building contained rooms for 
science and computer labs in addition to some administrative offices. The 
building and grounds were lovely.

Up until the establishment of the Benevolent School, the core of al-
Salah’s education program was its eight kindergartens, all fully licensed 
during direct Israeli rule, in Deir al-Balah, Maghazi, Bureij, and Rafah. 
Families were charged NIS 200 (US $50) per year, and registration was 
open to the public. Given its reputation for higher quality standards, al-
Salah’s schools had approximately 1,500 children whose families were 
poor and rich, secular and religious, educated and illiterate, professionals, 
and PNA officials. Although I was unable to see the schools in session, I 
did speak with a range of people from refugee families to PNA officials, 
many (but not all) of whom favored Islamic schools over their secular 
counterparts and enrolled their children in them.

Like other ISIs engaged in education (all of which were private), al-
Salah taught a standardized Ministry of Education curriculum and a reli-
gious curriculum that was not standardized (or regulated) but institution-
specific. (This no doubt contributed to the varied reputations of different 
Islamic schools as well as official concerns that Islamic schools were 
being used for purposes of indoctrination and recruitment.) Religious 
instruction in the Quran and in Quranic memorization was an important 
part of the religious curriculum taught in all kindergartens and in other 
cultural activities. At the higher educational levels, religious classes were 
held separately for both boys and girls every day during the summer and 
four times a week during the school year. The hall in which these classes 
were held had walls with hand-painted drawings of the Dome of the 
Rock in Jerusalem and other religious and nationalistic scenes. The hall, 
which was located next to the new school, was quite colorful and cheer-
ful, with multicolored chairs creating a visually pleasing environment.

However, what distinguished al-Salah from other secular schools, 
according to al-Kurd and some of his staff, was the way subjects were 
taught. Islamic schools “emphasized human and Islamic values, good be-
havior, proper conduct, and an appreciation for the arts and literature.”48

This distinction, they felt, also applied to other ISIs, including the Mu-
jamma and the Jam‘iyya, although they did not want to comment on 
other ISIs in any detail. Al-Kurd continued, “Islamic organizations work 
in parallel with each other. We cannot judge the philosophy of others.”

Anecdotally, my friend Ramadan (who was avowedly secular) had two 
nephews; one went to an al-Salah kindergarten and the other to a secular 
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kindergarten. He told me his family really saw the difference between 
the two boys: “The one who attends al-Salah has learned to memorize 
the Quran, has learned skills for dealing better with other children, has 
stopped using bad language, is better behaved, uses no political slogans, 
[says] nothing about Israeli soldiers, and talks about his ancestral homes 
in Palestine. In the secular school, my other nephew learned songs and his 
behavior was not as good.”

At the time of this research, al-Salah operated one medical clinic in the 
Maghazi refugee camp, which was established in 1994. By 2003, it had 
established three more, for a total of four clinics, which employed ninety-
seven people, one-third women.49 Women served as doctors, nurses, and 
pharmacists and treated both male and female patients, although the lat-
ter constituted two-thirds of the patient load. Throughout my research, 
the Islamic health officials I interviewed insisted that the primary crite-
rion for hiring staff was qualification for the job (not favoritism, nepo-
tism, religious orientation, or any other subjective criterion), “and this is 
precisely why people prefer Islamic clinics.”50

Al-Salah’s clinics offered general medicine, dentistry, optometry, gy-
necology, physiotherapy, pediatrics, and small surgery (circumcision) in 
addition to laboratory and pharmaceutical services. The organization 
did not discriminate along any lines, political or otherwise. In 1999 the 
Maghazi clinic was seeing two thousand patients per month who were 
charged NIS 5, compared with NIS 30 in government clinics, for what 
was commonly regarded as comparatively high-quality health care. Those 
who could not afford to pay were given free care, although al-Salah staff 
conducted their own fieldwork to determine who was truly needy and 
who was not, again a feature I found in other ISIs as well (hardship cases 
would be evaluated on an individual basis). By 2006, the four medical 
clinics were reported to be seeing one thousand patients daily.51 Mo-
hammad Abu Asaker, who conducted fieldwork with the al-Salah clinics 
(in 2005 and 2006), reported that the “[m]edical clinics receive about 
U.S.$500,000 annually; this money goes to buy new equipment, salaries, 
and [for] building new facilities. This money is received from different 
sources, the biggest part is from regional and international Arab and Is-
lamic foundations and bilateral donors like [the] European Union and 
the United States Agency for International Development (USAID).”52

The clinics were established to supplement the health services offered 
by UNRWA and government clinics, which operated from 8:00 a.m. to 
2:00 p.m. The al-Salah clinics opened after 2:00 p.m. and remained open 
into the evening, a pattern found among other Islamic health clinics as 
well, although some would be open from 8:00 a.m. through 10:00 p.m. 
They aimed to provide medical services close to where people lived, mak-
ing these services easily accessible and improving community well-being. 
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Such supplementary hours also allowed the clinic staff to form relation-
ships with their patients outside the clinic through home visits to check 
on sick patients, make condolence calls, and perform general follow-up 
procedures.

Unfortunately, I was unable to visit any of the al-Salah clinics, but I 
did visit another Islamic clinic on more than one occasion, visits that 
have remained with me. Located in one of Gaza City’s poorer quarters, 
it was known as the al-Huda Clinic and was one of three Islamic clin-
ics in the area. The street where the clinic was located was literally dirt 
and sand; there were no paved roads, which is one indication of how 
poor, disadvantaged, and underserved an area it was. The director was 
Dr. Taher al-Lu’lu’ (“pearl” in Arabic), a pediatrician who had worked in 
the clinic for thirteen years and did most everything medically. Al-Huda 
was a poor facility, quite run-down and not particularly clean but ex-
tremely well run. There was one large room where patients were seen and 
small surgeries performed, another area that housed a pharmacy, and Dr. 
al-Lu’lu’’s office, which had some posters of Kosovo on the wall and an 
expired calendar. There were no other hangings or decorations, Islamic or 
otherwise, on any of the walls. There was also a rather shabby courtyard 
where people would wait.

The clinic was open from 5:00 p.m. to 9:00 p.m. (after the government 
clinics closed). During that period, a steady stream of people (from sur-
rounding neighborhoods and some refugee camps) came in with a variety 
of complaints and questions. All patients were walk-ins; no appointments 
were taken. The clinic was open to the public, and people were seen in 
turn. Some came in for reassurance about their condition, which they 
often received, at times with a gentle scolding about taking better care of 
themselves. Others sought free medicines, which were not always given, 
and some walked away quite angry. In addition to Dr. al-Lu’lu’, one other 
doctor worked there, as well as a nurse and a pharmacist, but they were 
not always there at the same time. Dr. al-Lu’lu’ almost cringed when 
I asked whether his staff was “Islamic,” by which I meant religiously 
observant. He insisted that he chose his staff on the basis of their skills 
and that was why they were trustworthy. He also emphasized the close 
supervision that he gave his staff, again a theme I repeatedly encountered 
in other ISIs, although I did not see much evidence of it during my visits.

Although I believed Dr. al-Lu’lu’ when he said that being religious was 
not a criterion for selection, I believed that it would act as a deciding 
factor between two equally qualified candidates, one religious and one 
secular. Although the clinic was almost rudimentary in appearance, it 
was remarkably efficient. But it also possessed a certain familiarity, al-
most intimacy, that was expressed between the doctors and some of their 
patients, sometimes with humor and wit. This made the compromised 
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condition of the place seem less important. While there was no doubt 
that patients felt comfortable using an Islamic institution or one that 
was religiously based, I saw over and over that it was not religion that 
drew people (or the staff) to ISIs as much as quality service, the personal 
commitment of the clinicians, and the assignation of worth to their pa-
tients, which people deeply appreciated and, I suspect, seldom received 
elsewhere. That is not to say that people did not have complaints—they 
did—and they usually centered on inadequate services.

I remember sitting just outside Dr. al-Lu’lu’’s office watching men, 
women, and children go in and out when a man came in with his young 
son who was no more than three years old. There was a pleasant ex-
change between this man and al-Lu’lu’. What struck me about their brief 
exchange was the virtual absence of hierarchy between them. Then, al-
most unexpectedly and with lightening speed, the little boy was placed 
on a table, his pants removed, and a circumcision performed. The child 
screamed, was quickly dressed, praised by the adults for his bravery, 
given a candy, and ushered out of the clinic, whimpering but calm—all in 
less than fifteen minutes! Next came a man with a piece of metal lodged 
in his finger, which Dr. al-Lu’lu’ removed almost as quickly as he had 
performed the circumcision. The patient was charged NIS 10, and he 
thanked the doctor profusely. Al-Lu’lu’ claimed that at Shifa Hospital the 
patient would have been charged at least NIS 150. (The circumcision was 
free.) The clinic’s revenue was largely based on fees and donations.

Dr. al-Lu’lu’ said that a part of his work involved follow-up visits to 
particularly sick patients in their homes as well as condolence calls, al-
though I did not have the opportunity to accompany him on any of these 
visits. A key advantage for some of the patients who visited the clinic was 
the ability to see the same doctor over time. Clearly, that the al-Huda 
clinic could function as it did required a rather extensive informal social 
network of people—patients, volunteers, funders—to keep it going.

The al-Huda clinic, like those of al-Salah and other ISI clinics, periodi-
cally held a “Medical Day” for the neighborhood when al-Huda would 
provide free medical care and free medicines for any problem that could 
be addressed in the clinic (these free clinics have a relatively long his-
tory in Gaza). During the most recent event, according to al-Lu’lu’, 270 
people were seen. Doctors, both men and women (and occasionally a 
Christian doctor), would volunteer their time. These events were not 
coordinated or planned with other ISIs. It appeared that Islamic clinics 
operated in much the same manner as other ISIs: as independent, local-
ized entities with a neighborhood client base and with no apparent or 
automatic organizational or bureaucratic connection to each other (or 
to governmental clinics). Another illustration of this decentralized ap-
proach lay in the fact that some Islamic health clinics were very eager to 
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accept free medicines from the organization Pharmacists Without Bor-
ders, whereas al-Lu’lu’ totally rejected them, although he did not tell me 
why. Relations between Islamic clinics and the Palestinian Ministry of 
Health (MOH) were typically standardized. However, in al-Huda’s case 
personal conflicts between Dr. al-Lu’lu’ and the director general of the 
Health Ministry compromised the clinic with regard to certain benefits 
afforded other ISI clinics such as free MOH drugs.

Dr. al-Lu’lu’ was a member of the Islamic Jihad, which no doubt con-
tributed to al-Huda’s reputation as an Islamic clinic.53 But what primarily 
defined al-Huda as Islamic was its commitment and its proximity to the 
people it was serving despite its obvious limitations.

The al-Rahma Association was one of the most interesting ISIs I en-
countered, because it was the only organization in Gaza (and one of two 
or possibly three in all the occupied territories at the time) that cared 
for “illegitimate” children also known as “infant[s] of unknown parent-
age.”54 Located in one of Gaza City’s poorer neighborhoods, al-Rahma 
was well known as a “Hamas” institution, because the then director and 
board members were known Hamas members. The director in 1999, 
Ahmad al-Zahar, was Mahmoud al-Zahar’s brother.

The problem of children born out of wedlock was rarely if ever dis-
cussed openly and had no public face in Gazan society, given the extreme 
social costs associated with it. In a traditional society where the behavior 
of women is considered a critical marker of male honor and family honor 
and status, illegitimate births can have devastating consequences for both 
mother and child, including death. Despite the horrific price paid for il-
legitimacy, when such births do occur, they pose a terrible dilemma for a 
society so ill-equipped to deal with them.

Between its establishment in 1993 and the time of my visits in the spring 
and summer of 1999, al-Rahma received, on average, one illegitimate 
child a month, a rate that largely still obtained through early 2010. In 
that five-and-one-half-year period, al-Rahma had taken in approximately 
66 babies (and by early 2010 had received 171 infants).55 Of these, 40 
were placed with families in Gaza, and some additional placements were 
pending at the time of my visit.56 Some of the children placed were not 
infants but youngsters between ages one and five who had been living at 
al-Rahma. Children who did not get placed for whatever reason—usually 
because they were disabled—would remain at al-Rahma until they were 
of marriageable age or were able to work or attend vocational school or 
university. Although the institution was relatively young at the time, the 
board’s stated intention was to care for these children, fulfill their health 
needs, educate them, and help them marry.

Babies would arrive in various ways: abandoned on the doorstep, 
deposited by a “third” party, or delivered directly from the hospital 



CREATING A DESCRIPTIVE CONTEXT 129

immediately after birth. Sometimes, alerted to the presence of an illegiti-
mate infant in a neighborhood, ISI officials would go out to the neighbor-
hood to locate the child and bring him or her to al-Rahma for protection 
and care. Typically, al-Rahma received newborns aged one to three days 
old.57 Immediately after receiving an infant, al-Rahma would apply to the 
Ministry of Social Affairs for a birth certificate. The child would be given 
a name and, according to al-Zahar, a normal birth certificate without any 
indication of illegitimacy. The names of the parents would be “filled in” 
once the child was adopted.58

The institution’s overriding objective was to reintegrate these children 
into society. “It’s not their fault they are illegitimate,” said al-Zahar. For 
children who were healthy, the placement process would begin immedi-
ately. Al-Rahma had a waiting list of childless families, and when a child 
became available, an individual family would be contacted and vetted. 
One official, Mr. Abu Nasser Kujuk, investigated families who applied 
for “adoption” and, based on a description of his tasks, clearly performed 
the functions of a social worker. He claimed to perform a thorough inves-
tigation, although he did not specify what that meant. Priority was given 
to childless couples who could “provide a good life, have good morals, 
and a good reputation [and are] financially secure.”59 It was rare for al-
Rahma to turn down a family, but it did so on at least two occasions; in 
one case, the couple was deemed too old; in another, the mother worked 
outside the home!

A formal adoption entailed multiple steps, each one requiring docu-
mentation. First, the family had to be approved by al-Rahma, which took 
about one month. Then the family had to go to the Ministry of Justice 
to obtain a license of legal custody. The custody would subsequently be 
registered with the Ministry of Social Affairs, with which al-Rahma ap-
peared to have a good working relationship. Lastly, a contract was drawn 
up between the family and al-Rahma. I was given time to look through 
the institution’s adoption files. They appeared to be organized, neat, me-
ticulous, and quite hefty, with detailed application forms, bureaucratic/
governmental forms, in-house evaluations, personal recommendations, 
photos, and so on.

According to al-Zahar, a child that was placed in a home was con-
sidered a child of the family once it suckled its adopted mother’s breast 
or the breast of the father’s sister. Once this happened, the child be-
came bound to the family and could not marry siblings. Furthermore, 
if the adoptive parents changed their will, the child could also inherit 
(although this had to be done with children two years of age and 
younger).60 When I asked al-Zahar and some of the board members 
whether they encouraged parents to change their wills (and, in effect, 
circumvent Islamic inheritance law), they responded by saying this was 
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up to the individual family itself but that they, as an institution, did not 
oppose it.

Although I was unable to substantiate this with any of the adoptive 
families themselves,61 al-Zahar and other board members indicated that 
al-Rahma followed up with the family twice a year until the child turned 
sixteen. If problems arose, they would work with the family to resolve 
them, either through their direct intervention or by arranging special-
ized assistance from other sources. Serious problems, they told me, were 
very rare.

Al-Rahma financed the care of its illegitimate children through di-
rect donations from a variety of organizations: the American Near East 
Refugee Aid (ANERA), church groups including the World Council of 
Churches, international NGOs and other international organizations, 
and foreign governments (e.g., Germany, Canada, the United Kingdom, 
Finland, France, Kuwait, and Qatar). Financing was also generated 
through individual sponsors. Once a child was adopted, sponsor monies 
would be shifted to other purposes; in this way, al-Rahma covered run-
ning costs and projects.

The institution also ran a typical sponsorship program for 450 father-
less orphans (through age sixteen), providing a family with US $40 to 
$45 monthly per child. Families would be visited twice a year, and do-
nors would receive regular reports. Al-Rahma also provided some tem-
porary residence—three months to two years—for hardship cases, who 
were children deemed to be in danger for whatever reason. This largely 
referred to children whose families were too poor to care for them.62

The facility was sparklingly clean but not sterile. It was well lit and 
received lots of natural sunlight. There was color everywhere, and the 
rooms were child-friendly and inviting. There were two floors of rooms 
that included sleeping areas for the children, a play area, a laundry room, 
and staff sleeping quarters. In addition to children’s rooms, there was a 
big function room for special occasions with a large red table, small mul-
ticolored chairs, and shelves of neatly stacked toys and stuffed animals 
donated by ANERA.63 There was one caretaker for every four or five 
children and a volunteer nun from Finland. The children were all clean 
and nicely clothed and appeared well cared for. There was a great deal of 
interaction between the staff and the children—lots of physical contact 
with the babies—and a great deal of affection as well. I did not see much 
didactic interaction with the older children, most of whom were disabled 
in some manner. The two male staff members did not shake my hand. All 
the female staff wore head scarves and long robes but none were veiled, 
while one of the males had Western-style clothing. The walls had little 
religious symbolism save a framed print with some Quranic sayings.
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At the time of my research, al-Rahma had applied for and received 
permission from the Palestinian Ministries of Interior and Education (a 
fact I confirmed with both) to build a nursery school and kindergarten 
for the children who came to al-Rahma. The institution was also plan-
ning a children’s library to be located in Gaza City’s more affluent sec-
tion, Rimal. Its primary aim, which was consistently reiterated to me, 
was to “integrate and streamline”64 disadvantaged children. This was a 
key institutional objective and a prominent theme among other develop-
mental ISIs as well. The school was planned to accommodate seventy-five 
children and four teachers.

The school and the library were to be part of a larger, seemingly self-
contained village that also included a new and larger building for al-
Rahma, since the one it was in was rented and increasingly inadequate 
to institutional needs. I sat with four members of the board of directors 
who showed me architectural drawings for this new building, which con-
sisted of two wings—one for girls and the other for boys. They appeared 
quite excited about the plans and gave me a copy of the drawings, asking 
me if I could possibly assist with suggesting some funding sources and 
explicitly asking me to approach USAID. “You would take money from 
the U.S. government?” I asked. “Of course. Why not? We are a profes-
sional organization and we have projects that are important for the com-
munity.” The project represented an attempt to improve the lives of the 
children at al-Rahma, create a sense of family among them, and integrate 
disadvantaged children with the community. The idea for this project was 
the board’s alone and another example, in my view, of the absence of a 
larger social program among the Islamists.

Like the al-Wafa Rehabilitation Hospital discussed below, al-Rahma 
is an excellent example of an ISI that defined a problem and a niche 
within the community that few if any other institutions were address-
ing. (Currently, al-Rahma remains the only institution in Gaza receiving 
abandoned children, whose numbers are increasing given Gaza’s severe 
socioeconomic decline.) I became persuaded that al-Rahma’s principal 
aim was to care for the children in its charge and to mitigate their dis-
advantages, be they physical or cultural. Its goal for children born out 
of wedlock, for example, was the same as the goal for the families of 
collaborators (which other ISIs focused on)—to relegitimize and rein-
tegrate them socially, which al-Rahma worked closely with a variety of 
ministries to accomplish. I asked al-Zahar whether extended families had 
ever tried to threaten or remove out-of-wedlock babies who wound up 
at al-Rahma in order to kill them for the sake of restoring family honor, 
as I had heard a vivid story about such a situation elsewhere. “Never,” he 
responded, leaving me to ponder why.
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Organizational Features

General Structure

I found that Islamic social institutions, whether traditional or develop-
mental, shared certain common characteristics, exceptions notwithstand-
ing. For example, management and staff were typically well educated, 
highly trained, and professional (some individuals held advanced degrees 
from Western universities). Similarly, the services provided by Islamic 
NGOs were generally of high quality and were perceived as such by the 
population and by the National Authority.65

Furthermore, Islamic NGOs almost uniformly defined niches and 
worked in sectors and localities where considerable needs were largely 
unmet. Their constituencies were mostly the poor and marginalized 
(e.g., widows, orphans, children born out of wedlock, families of col-
laborators, the elderly), and in some localities of the Gaza Strip and West 
Bank, Islamic NGOs appeared to be the only ones working with these 
groups. Another common feature (albeit with minor exceptions) was the 
insistence of the Islamist and ISI leadership that anyone, regardless of 
socioeconomic, religious, or political background, could participate in 
their social programs. (Typically, this question elicited laughter from the 
respondent.)

Islamic NGOs were also officially and legally registered with the ap-
propriate Palestinian ministries, as they had been with the Israeli authori-
ties before 1994 (see below). Furthermore, they took monies from a vari-
ety of sources willing to support them, religious or secular, including the 
U.S. and European governments, and international organizations.

ISI staff usually lived in the communities they served. They invariably 
were religious, by which I mean they observed basic Islamic rules regard-
ing appropriate behavior, dress, prayer, and so forth. Men and women 
often worked together (e.g., doctors and nurses, teachers), although their 
tasks were sometimes separated; it depended very much on the nature of 
the ISI (some interpreted Islamic codes more rigidly than others, while 
some were barely distinguishable from secular institutions) and the kind 
of service provided. Beneficiaries were often the poor and working classes 
from nearby villages, camps, and towns. Some were religious in the or-
thodox sense, but most appeared not to be.

However, the ISI client base could encompass a broad range of socio-
economic (religious and political) backgrounds from the very poor to 
the very wealthy; I found this was especially true for the Islamic edu-
cational sector. The clear majority of parents whom I interviewed over 
time made it clear that they did not send their children to Islamic schools 
because their families were devout (although they were traditional and 
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conservative); they did so because the schools offered the best education 
available and taught Islamic values. Parents were often impressed by the 
fact that teachers in Islamic schools were not only better trained but will-
ing to work for lower salaries than their counterparts in secular schools. 
This was evidence of real commitment and dedication, which parents 
understandably valued.

Perhaps the most common feature of ISIs was their decentralized and 
local character. ISIs existed in a decidedly local construct and assigned 
considerable value to a localized milieu. They deliberately resided in and 
near their client base—a feature with a long history—which facilitated 
access and fostered structural connections with the community that were 
absent in the larger society, especially in Gaza (see chapter 6). This was 
a critical reason for the success of Islamist social organizations. Because 
they were local and localized, ISI programs were often institution-spe-
cific, reflecting the absence of a comprehensive social (and economic) vi-
sion or plan within the Islamic/st movement as a whole. This lack of 
vision was commonly attributed to the occupation, the absence of a state, 
and shortage of funds, not to any theoretical weakness in Islam. In the 
absence of vision, however, Islamists were “working hard to build con-
fidence with people, to promote a grassroots base, to build trust, a clean 
and modest life . . . filling in the gaps not filled by the Israeli government 
or the PNA.”66

Indeed, in the absence of a unifying vision or agenda, the more common 
forms of inter-ISI cooperation—themselves limited—seemed to be infor-
mation sharing about beneficiaries receiving assistance, the identification 
of recipients, and referrals and sharing of medical supplies and medicines 
in the health sector. ISI-secular interactions usually were around referrals 
of disabled children from secular to Islamic programs or schools and shar-
ing statistical data on disabled kids, donation of equipment (e.g., wheel-
chairs) for rehabilitation centers, sharing of specialist staff (e.g., speech 
therapists) who might work part-time at an ISI, and the participation of ISI 
staff in professional training programs at secular institutions. This some-
times occurred in the educational sector where, for example, the Jam‘iyya 
teachers and administrators would visit other secular and Islamic kinder-
gartens to learn and took UNRWA training courses.67 There were also 
cases, although few, where ISI staff were non-Islamic or non-Islamist.68

The apparent lack of horizontal connections between ISIs meant that it 
was not unusual to find that one institution did not appear to know what 
another was doing (or did not know about other Islamic institutions at 
all). This also appeared to be true for the Jam‘iyya and al-Salah, which, 
as two of the largest and best-known ISIs in Gaza at the time, seemed to 
have little if any institutional interaction with, or detailed programmatic 
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knowledge of, one another. It became clear to me that, as a rule, ISIs did 
not want to discuss other ISIs with no particular reason given. (I suspect 
this reticence derived in part from not wanting to appear ignorant of 
other ISIs, especially in front of a foreigner.) When the issue of institu-
tional cooperation was raised, the lack thereof was often acknowledged 
and attributed, simply, to a “difference in philosophy, although services 
may be the same.”69

Indeed, according to Dr. Aziz Duweiq, professor of urban geography 
at An-Najah University (who received his PhD from the University of 
Pennsylvania) and who subsequently became speaker of the Palestinian 
Legislative Council on January 18, 2006, “[there is] no network, no co-
ordination, no one mind making decisions.”70 The fact that Abu Ahmad 
and Abu Hisham—both important figures on the zakat committees in 
Gaza—did not know anything about the Muslim Women’s Youth Center 
(whose office was in the same building as the home of one of their benefi-
ciaries), for example, was a “disconnect” I would encounter repeatedly in 
my research with Islamist NGOs. In some communities such as Hebron, 
I was told that competition between well-known families (e.g., Natsheh, 
Duweiq, Jabari) over social service provision would also work against 
the emergence of coordinated networks. Over time, it became a source 
of considerable discomfort for me when, in interviews with ISI officials, 
I seemed to know more about other ISIs and what they were doing than 
the people I was interviewing.

Another example of a disconnect—an institution that few in the ISI 
universe appeared to know of (or, perhaps, acknowledge)—was the He-
bron Women’s Union (HWU). Headed at the time by Iffat Jabari, who 
was known to be affiliated with the Islamic Jihad and who (correctly) 
defined herself as an Islamic feminist and activist and claimed to be “the 
first woman to drive a car in Hebron,” the HWU focused on women’s 
empowerment through a reinterpretation of Islam that was modern and 
liberating, no small task in a town as conservative as Hebron.71 Although 
Jabari’s work was part of a pattern of growing Islamic female activism 
within the Islamist movement (which included integrating women into 
Hamas’s political structure), it was not accepted by everyone in the politi-
cal leadership or by the more traditional forces within Hamas and outside 
it, especially in Hebron. Her principal goal was to use religion to educate 
women about social problems and promote a more progressive interpre-
tation of sharia. If women knew their rights in Islam, she felt, they could 
empower themselves. For Jabari, tradition, not religion, was the primary 
problem, and this belief led to some innovative programs on her part.

Through the HWU, Jabari, who attended the Beijing Conference on 
Women in 1995, promoted activities that elevated the role of women 
(many of them poor and uneducated, young and old, from Hebron and 
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the surrounding villages) in their community and increased their par-
ticipation in the public domain. These activities covered a broad range 
of programs from the traditional to the nontraditional, including sew-
ing, knitting, hairdressing, first aid, literacy, maternal health, pregnancy 
health, computer literacy, workshops on women’s rights in elections, 
sports (table tennis), fitness classes (the HWU fitness center was quite 
state-of-the-art, and dwarfed its very small library), and karate and self-
defense classes. Some of these programs were carried out in conjunction 
with local universities and medical and political organizations.

Using Islam to justify why women should work outside the home, re-
ceive an education equal to that of men (and appropriate to level of need), 
and run their own businesses (but not without certain restrictions man-
dated by religious law, e.g., the family must always come first), the HWU 
developed a strategy for women’s empowerment that Jabari proudly 
admitted angered the more orthodox members of her community—
both male and female—who nonetheless tolerated it. Gunning similarly 
writes, “many of the female supporters I spoke with in the 1990s credited 
Hamas with having given them the courage, opportunity and sometimes 
the financial aid to break with tradition and persuade their families to 
allow them to attend university.”72

A key part of Jabari’s strategy was to educate, to the extent possible, 
the men—husbands, fathers, brothers—related to her female clients. She 
claimed that she often met with secular women’s groups and found com-
mon ground with regard to such issues as women’s education and right to 
inherit. They would, however, disagree over other issues such as the right 
to work without restriction and on polygamy. Regarding the latter, Jabari 
told me, “I don’t like it but it is in the Quran and one cannot ignore it 
or fight to have it deleted. But even with polygamy, it can only occur in 
special cases and under tough conditions,”73 again a qualification not 
universally accepted within the Islamic movement.

Thus, rather than the typical representation of Islamic social institu-
tions as a cohesive, homogeneous, monolithic, well-oiled, highly inte-
grated, and superbly functioning (and therefore subversive) machine, I 
found a group of organizations that—despite many excellent examples 
among them and a reputation for effective service delivery—were largely 
decentralized and disconnected, characterized by a range of program-
matic initiatives (in terms of both sector and quality) and approaches, 
intense competition for resources and clients, and territoriality. In fact, I 
found that many ISIs had stronger organizational and bureaucratic links 
to the PNA than they did to each other.

If ISIs in Palestine were linked to each other in some way, it was through 
a broadly shared notion of Islam and Islamic values. This begs the ques-
tion, What makes Islamic institutions in Palestine Islamic? And here, too, 
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when I put this question to my respondents, I received a range of answers. 
For example, an ISI official with a charity in Hebron replied, “conscience, 
trust, honesty, behavior, nonradicalism and to a lesser degree dress—but 
what’s in an outfit? I don’t have to dress in religious garb or have a long 
beard. Islam should be modern.” For many others such as the Haj at the 
House of the Book and the Sunna, being an Islamic institution had a 
great deal to do with appropriate dress and behavior; for another, “rais-
ing well-behaved children.” For some, being an Islamic entity meant a 
stronger emphasis on teamwork and volunteerism. Still others referred to 
the name of the organization and whether the ISI constitution contained 
Islamic regulations or the word “Islamic.” One staff member argued that 
if the institutional founders were members of the Islamic movement, then 
the institution was Islamic.

When I asked Dr. Duweiq what makes an institution Islamic, he first 
answered, “Not much actually.” But after thinking a moment, he went on 
to state, “how the directors behave, attitude, motivation, humility, trust, 
application of Islamic values (e.g., are nurses covered), saying ‘b’ismillah
al-rahman al-rahim [in the name of God the all-merciful]’ before touching 
a patient, prioritizing religious and collective goals over personal ones, 
and having a desire to please God.” For a doctor working in an Islamic 
health clinic, being Islamic meant a “greater commitment to people that 
is measured more in terms of [our] approach than substance,” which in-
cluded a decision-making process based on consensus (ijma‘), something 
I heard repeatedly from ISI staff and recipients, especially those working 
in the health and educational sectors. Hence, for some, the difference be-
tween an Islamic and non-Islamic institution came down to philosophy.

Mr. al-Kurd of al-Salah echoed these ideas when he said that one thing 
that made his institution Islamic was “our way of teaching”—i.e., with 
greater care and concern for the individual. Another official expressed it 
a little differently when he said that, in an Islamic institution, “there is a 
strong commitment to the poor, and the dignity of the poor is protected. 
At other institutions people are forced to stand in line and are humili-
ated.” For Husam, the owner of a “Hamas” factory (see below), being an 
Islamic entity had strictly to do with adhering to Islamic practices such 
as “praying” at the appropriate times and segregation of the sexes as well 
as high-quality production. For Iffat Jabari, being Islamic meant “opposi-
tion to Oslo” as well as “appropriate dress and a vision toward women 
and Islam.” For others, it meant honesty, “that money is used appropri-
ately,” a common theme, and that “beneficiaries get all their rights.” In 
one ISI, the director said, “What makes this institution Islamic is the fact 
that I am running it!” For Ismail Abu Shanab, “the difference between Is-
lamic and secular organizations is that we do what we do out of religious 
conviction [and a] sense of obligation to the community.”74 Officials in 
non-Islamic NGOs and in the PNA almost invariably defined an Islamic 
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NGO as one that had Hamas officials on its board of directors; almost 
all such respondents believed that ISIs were politically affiliated with and 
directly controlled by Hamas. They also argued that the ISIs’ adherence 
to higher quality standards was an attempt to lay a professional founda-
tion for usurping political control.

Legal Status

In contrast to the popular image of a nefarious network of institutions op-
erating in some illegal, unofficial underground, Islamic social institutions 
in Gaza and the West Bank have long been visible and registered, operat-
ing as independent, legal organizations or as branch organizations of a 
legally registered “parent,” as ISIs do in other Arab or Muslim countries. 
Prior to the establishment of the PNA in 1994, ISIs were registered with 
the Israeli authorities, and the majority were considered charities. After 
1994, the new Palestinian government mandated that individual ISIs had 
to obtain an additional license from the appropriate government minis-
try (e.g., education, health, social affairs). Ironically, this caused some to 
encounter their first governmental interference. For example, the al-Salah 
Association was licensed by Israel for sixteen years, from its founding 
in 1978 until the PNA was established, during which time it reportedly 
encountered no problems. It subsequently received an operating license 
from the PNA, which closed the association for a short period in 1997.

In 2000, under Law No. 1 on Charitable Societies and Civic Associa-
tions, all social organizations (NGOs, PVOs, charities) were required to 
obtain new certificates of registration from the Palestinian Ministry of 
Interior (which proved easier for previously PNA-licensed organizations 
than for those that were new or unrecognized), a move that was regarded 
with considerable alarm by the NGO community, since it was viewed 
as a form of PNA intrusion into NGO affairs and a violation of NGOs’ 
independence.75 The then Ministry of NGOs in Ramallah argued that 
the Interior Ministry was designated for this role because of its greater 
institutional capacity, given its bureaucratic presence in towns, villages, 
and rural areas.76 In fact, officials in Gaza’s Ministry of Education told 
me in the summer of 1999 that they would no longer issue licenses to any 
educational institution before it obtained one from the Interior Ministry. 
When I asked a high-ranking official at Gaza’s Ministry of Interior why 
kindergartens must first obtain a license from the ministry, he answered, 
“the NGOs belonging to Hamas do political activity under the cover of 
social work. All social institutions are political. Most of their activities 
[are found] in kindergarten work; this worries Arafat—that they do po-
litical activities through kindergartens. [He] does not want the kids to be 
taught fundamentalism.”77 When I asked him if he had ever entered and 
observed an Islamic kindergarten, he admitted he had not.
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Indeed, Law No. 1 stipulated organizational transparency, designed to 
prevent the illicit movement of funds. It further required “registered or-
ganizations to appoint a certified accountant to supervise their budgets, 
keep detailed and verifiable records of all income and expenditures, and 
submit ‘detailed’ and independently audited accounts (along with full ac-
counts of all activities) to the PA on an annual basis.”78 If an organization 
failed to adhere to these requirements (or violated its approved charter), 
the PNA had the legal right to close it down, seize its assets, and disburse 
those assets. However, with the second Intifada and the virtual destruc-
tion of the PNA by 2002 or 2003 (see chapter 7), the law was never fully 
enforced.79

Having said this, the ironic fact is that the Islamic social sector was 
comparatively more compliant with the law than its secular counterpart 
and was often the first to register organizations. As I have argued earlier, 
during the Oslo period ISIs went out of their way to avoid confrontation 
with the Authority as part of their desire at the time for accommodation 
and integration.80 Because of this they cooperated fully with all legal re-
quirements. Furthermore, ISIs were not viewed by the PNA as a threat in 
the way some secular organizations were, especially those secular groups 
engaged in human rights work and in activities that directly challenged the 
PNA’s authority.81 The services provided by Islamic institutions comple-
mented rather than competed with the PNA, especially in the health care 
sector. In this way, the ISIs assisted the Authority by addressing needs that 
the PNA could not.82 After the PNA temporarily closed sixteen “Hamas 
social organizations” in 1999 (likely due to external pressure), a Ministry 
of Interior official told me: “Even though Islamic institutions have been 
‘closed’ for some time, we look the other way. They work anyway and we 
let them work because they offer support to the people. [They] indirectly 
support the PNA through their work [and] take a burden off the PNA. 
We close our eyes to them.”83

Gunning further points out that the Hamas-affiliated charities he in-
vestigated all held elections to select and legitimize their leadership; regis-
tered members would elect an executive board or administrative council 
of around seven to nine members. Given that this sort of selection process 
was not stipulated under the law, “the fact that charities have chosen to 
adopt [it] is highly significant.”84

Sources of Finance

How does Hamas reproduce itself? The Gulf states and Iran are clearly 
sources of funding for Hamas, and this became noticeable during the 
first Gulf War when aid to Fatah was virtually terminated. The Mus-
lim Brotherhood International is another funding source, as is the Union 
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of Good.85 In May 2009, Sheikh Naim Qassam of Hizballah revealed 
Hizballah’s broad financial support for Hamas, although no details were 
given.86 It is believed that Hamas also raises funds from zakat inside Pal-
estine, although this is empirically difficult to prove and little is known 
about the total amount of funds raised. Another source, of course, derives 
from donations outside Palestine despite restrictions increasingly placed 
on foreign NGOs by Israel, the United States, and Europe.87 Again, al-
though it is difficult to prove, it appears that Hamas has been relatively 
successful in avoiding dependence on political rents and that, historically 
at least, its funds have not remained in the hands of an elite encouraging 
clientelism and corruption.88

Common arguments maintain that Hamas directly funds the Islamic 
social sector, which comprises by far the largest component of the move-
ment, absorbing 90 percent of its activities, according to Reuven Paz.89

A typical response from U.S. government officials during the Oslo pe-
riod was that Hamas spent most of its $70–90 million budget on its 
social institutions.90 While it was never possible for me to determine 
with any accuracy the size of Hamas’s budget, or how much proportion-
ally was assigned by Hamas to ISIs and in what ways, it is clear, as the 
ICG maintains, that the “indirect involvement of Hamas in the process 
through ‘mediation’ can be assumed to be vital for any number of such 
institutions.”91

Perhaps this is why questions about institutional sources of finan-
cial support often elicited stern and sometimes hostile responses. In the 
Jam‘iyya, this question abruptly terminated the interview, with my re-
spondent, Sheikh Ahmad Bahar, yelling at me: “Why are you asking me 
this? You are all the same; you just want to say we are all terrorists!”92 In 
some institutions I was given more of a chance to explain why I was ask-
ing the question; and this sometimes would contribute to a more fruitful 
exchange, but not always. Some ISI officials were visibly insulted by the 
presumed implication that they were being used politically or to promote 
a violent agenda.

However, despite the fact that I was unable to obtain an exact answer 
to the funding question, certain patterns did emerge. First, funding of 
individual ISIs appeared very much to be an independent exercise, with 
each institution responsible for securing its own financing (or large per-
centage thereof), “technically only accountable to their own membership 
(which includes non-Hamas members).”93 This was consistent with the 
decentralized nature of the social sector overall.

Second, ISIs almost uniformly insisted that their financial support 
derived from a combination of local, regional, and international dona-
tions from individual and organizational contributors. Some donations 
derived from explicitly Islamic sources while others came from a variety 
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of nonreligious sources, although a large percentage were from charities 
in the Gulf region. For example, Hebron’s al-Ihsan Charitable Society 
received funding from a variety of sources (as did al-Rahma): the PNA 
Ministry of Social Affairs, an Italian PVO, charities in the United Arab 
Emirates and Qatar, the United Palestinian Appeal in the United States, 
and Medical Aid for Palestinians in the United Kingdom. The organiza-
tion’s treasurer reiterated an almost universal theme: “We are a humani-
tarian organization and we will take money from whoever will donate, 
foreign and domestic. We accept money with no political or religious 
conditions.”94 In the lobby of the al-Ahli (Islamic) Hospital in Hebron 
(chapter 6), plaques were hung with the names of individual and orga-
nizational donors that included OPEC, the Arab Fund for Social and 
Economic Development, MBC/London, the European Union, local dona-
tions from wealthy Palestinian families and from the Arab community in 
Israel, the Holy Land Foundation, ANERA, UNRWA, the United Nations 
Development Program (UNDP), Muslim Aid–London, the Welfare As-
sociation, and the UK-based Palestinian Relief and Development Fund 
(INTERPAL).95

Third, according to the ICG report, ISIs “also benefit from informal 
support networks. In some cases, Palestinian expatriates are approached 
[by donors] with cash donations and asked to distribute them to Pales-
tinians in the occupied territories.”96 A local ISI is identified and is asked 
to provide a list of eligible recipients and an institutional representative 
to “witness and confirm the disbursements. Such funds are as a rule not 
transferred to the budgets of the organizations involved, but are nev-
ertheless perceived as part of their activities.”97 This, too, points to the 
localized, decentralized nature of ISI activity. These organizations also 
had the added the advantage of being able to use cultural and religious 
factors to raise money, which were not necessarily or as easily available 
to secular organizations.98

Fourth, and impossible for me to verify, was the argument that Islamic 
economic enterprises helped subsidize service and relief activities in addi-
tion to other domestic and foreign sources (see below).

Fifth, both Hamas and ISI officials (at least those who were willing 
to speak on the subject) were adamant that there was no direct funding 
between them, and everyone strenuously rejected the thesis that social 
funding was diverted to Hamas for political and military purposes—a 
commonly made claim for which there is debatable evidence, states the 
ICG.99 Hamas argued that ISIs were independent and insisted on main-
taining that independence, wanting no formal connection, in order to 
protect the social sector. One senior Hamas official who asked not to 
be identified argued that while Hamas may have provided some finan-
cial support to individual institutions, it did not possess the bureaucratic 
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capacity to centralize, manage, and finance the entire social sector, a fact 
I found plausible given the apparent lack of comprehensive information 
about the ISI sector among the senior Hamas leadership.

Furthermore, it was argued, ISIs were professional organizations fully 
capable of raising their own funds independent of Hamas. ISI officials 
made similar arguments, consistently emphasizing their professionalism 
and insisting that they, like all social institutions in Gaza, were governed 
by PNA laws demanding transparency and accountability and, absent 
that, would not be allowed to operate. Similarly, some of the interna-
tional funding organizations interviewed, particularly the UN agencies, 
stressed the professionalism of various ISIs and their preference for work-
ing with these institutions over others when necessary.

Political Affiliation

Political affiliation is a problematic concept, especially in a society where 
the majority of people are affiliated with a political movement in one 
form or another. Some ISIs and secular NGOs claimed total indepen-
dence while others claimed some sort of political affiliation, whether with 
Hamas, Islamic Jihad, Fatah, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Pal-
estine (PFLP), or even the PNA itself. Affiliation can take different forms 
and is often a matter of degree. Some institutions, such as the Mujamma 
kindergartens, were clearly known to be within the Hamas orbit.100 In 
others, such as the al-Wafa Medical Rehabilitation Hospital and the al-
Rahma Association, the institution was considered to be Hamas because 
one or more individuals—the founder or director or board member(s)—
were known Hamas officials, members, or supporters. And in other cases, 
such as the Qatar Charitable Society, no affiliation was assumed. In fact, 
none of the institutional charters I viewed made any reference to or men-
tion of the Hamas charter. Addressing the issue of political affiliation, a 
USAID official asked: “Can you assign ‘political affiliation’ to an organi-
zation if it does not have a political agenda and its leader is not affiliated 
to the extent that he acts on behalf of a political movement as opposed 
to his institution?”101

Friends and colleagues would often tell me that I should visit a particu-
lar institution, school, or factory because “it was Hamas.” When I asked 
what made an institution “Hamas,” people would typically reply, “It’s 
known to be” or “The director is a supporter,” and not much more. The 
quality of affiliation would grow increasingly gray when individuals who 
were identified with Hamas in some way—and even that was sometimes 
subject to dispute—sat on the institutional boards of either independent 
or decidedly nationalist secular institutions such as the Society for the 
Care of the Handicapped (SCH) in Gaza City, which aimed to have a 
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governing board more politically inclusive and representative of the com-
munity it was serving.

Hence, Khaled Abu Zaid, the SCH director and a Fatah loyalist, in-
cluded on his board of directors an Islamist who happened to be dis-
abled. Did this man, as a Hamas member, exert any political influence 
on the SCH? Abu Zaid laughed outright when I asked him the question. 
Furthermore, because Ismail Haniyeh was then a friend of the SCH, any 
physically disabled member of the SCH (which claimed four thousand 
members!) was allowed to attend the Islamic University in Gaza with-
out charge. And for those SCH members who were considered hardship 
cases, the university agreed to pay for books and supplies as well. This 
certainly did not make the SCH a “Hamas” institution. Similarly, the 
Jala’ Society for Culture and Art in Gaza City, which treated traumatized 
children through participation in the arts and theater, had one board 
member who belonged to Hamas. Because of this, the U.S. government 
refused to fund Jala’ despite the fact that it received funding from the 
European Union, Japan, and Save the Children and had been vetted by 
USAID as nonpolitical.102

When I was able or deemed it appropriate,103 I would ask ISI officials 
and staff members, “What does it mean to be regarded as a Hamas insti-
tution?” Uniformly, they would reject any direct relationship with Hamas 
or any notion that the political sector influenced or otherwise used their 
institutional resources in any manner. On the other hand, some acknowl-
edged their own personal support for Hamas or that others within that 
particular ISI supported or sympathized with the movement. As one ISI 
staff member told me (a sentiment often expressed), “We have a right as 
private individuals to support whatever party we want, just as you do 
in America. But inside this institution we are professionals with a job 
to do.”104 According to Gunning, “although there is considerable over-
lap in personnel and interests, each charity is operated by its separate 
Administrative Council. While charity representatives sit on Hamas’ 
Shura Council, the charities do not appear to be directly controlled by 
Hamas.”105 Haim Malka further points out that although ISI officials 
and staff may be members or supporters of Hamas, “[i]deological affin-
ity plays a more crucial role in mobilizing Hamas’s network than does 
formal affiliation.”106

Furthermore, when questioned about ISIs, many Islamist leaders—in-
cluding Haniyeh, who was then in charge of Islamic NGOs—did not 
appear to have a clear sense of the ISI universe at all (although Haniyeh, 
at least, was well informed about specific ISIs) and often did not really 
know (or appear to know) the range and variety of programmatic work 
in which ISIs were engaged. Abu Shanab, for example, told me on more 
than one occasion, “I don’t know what they [ISIs] are doing, but they 
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practice and teach Islam, so they further Hamas’s goals; it will all come 
together in the end.”107 Abu Shanab also insisted that there was no formal 
connection and that the real connection between the social and political 
sectors was one of philosophy, a theme other respondents also expressed. 
“Since the roots of social work [in Islam] are not political, there is no 
necessary [organic] connection between them,” one ISI official argued. 
He acknowledged that the service work of the social sector would gener-
ate support for Hamas, but the primary interest of the Islamic movement 
was “building the human being”108 and, hence, the community.

In fact, the emphasis on the human being and the perceived attack 
against him in all spheres of life and against Islamic culture during the 
Oslo period was a pronounced theme among ISIs and among the Islamist 
leadership. As discussed earlier, disaffection with the political leader-
ship from within Islamist ranks was palpable at this time. Violence had 
achieved little and had imposed considerable costs on both society in gen-
eral and Hamas in particular. One ISI official characterized the program 
of the political wing as one in which “they stand still or limp.” Society 
was in bad shape and attention, catalyzed by the weakening of the po-
litical and military sectors, was shifting from the political to the social. 
The former head of the political wing of Hamas, Sayyid Abu Mussameh, 
said: “We are a pragmatic movement, not just an ideological [one]. Our 
priority today is not to clash with the PNA. Who rules is of less impor-
tance right now. This doesn’t mean we don’t care, but we do not want 
conflict.” The sense of political weakening and military defeat was real 
among the inside Islamist leadership. “We must also change mentality, 
thinking, the mind. This is not because of Israel or the U.S.—the problem 
is within us.”109

Mahmoud al-Zahar, now the foreign minister of the Hamas-led gov-
ernment, similarly spoke of the need to focus on “the palm leaf [not] the 
cigarette.”110 By this he meant working at the local level with communi-
ties, shunning the elite and what they had come to represent. In his view, 
the Islamists needed to work on rehabilitating society at the grass roots: 
“We are reconstructing the poorer classes—raising their living standards 
and improving their quality of life to the extent possible; the sulta [here 
he was referring to the PNA] created a new rich class, that’s all. A room 
in a mosque, that’s all we need.” For many respondents, their greatest fear 
was a society slowly spinning out of control.

Many of the people I spoke to within the Islamist movement believed 
that the Oslo process was absolutely destined to fail, so time was on 
their side. The new battle was not military but ideational, over ideas and 
values—“we fight by changing ideas through Islam,” was a typical re-
sponse. The new emphasis was on “laying the groundwork for the next 
generation. Again, to quote al-Zahar, “the Palestinian position is weak, 
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people are weak, [and] we must accept the current situation [regarding] 
Oslo and the PNA. We must fight resignation; we must work for change 
or no prophets will succeed, no artist will create any art, no one will build 
a house. In this era, we will sacrifice ourselves, but we must leave a legacy 
through our children and use the present situation as a field, planting 
our ideological seeds for the future.”111 And by “sacrificing ourselves,” 
al-Zahar clearly meant ceding the Islamist political vision for the time 
being to this new social priority—changing the mind of people through 
grassroots initiatives aimed at improving the quality of life and creating 
a more Islamic way of life. Social progress, though difficult and slow, was 
the main vehicle for changing people’s minds. “The main force of the 
Islamic movement is Islamic projects and the people’s belief in the social 
project.”112 This was a consistent theme at the time.

Hence, “the Islamic struggle was not a matter of fighting,” I was told by 
Dr. Mohammed el-Hindi, a pediatrician and former leader of the Islamic 
Jihad, “but of thinking, a matter of mind. It was no longer a question of 
invading the other but of invading the mind. Force was not military but 
cultural.”113 Facing a formidable foe in the PNA, the Islamists clearly ad-
opted a strategy that focused on areas over which they had control, could 
operate relatively unencumbered, and had popular appeal. Furthermore, 
with the creation of a Palestinian National Authority as specified by the 
Oslo peace accords, Islamists also argued that they could experience 
themselves culturally in ways that had been denied them during direct Is-
raeli rule. And as argued earlier, it also enabled the Islamists to carve out 
a space in society that was less threatening to, and more protected from, 
the sulta and Israel—in effect, finding a meaningful accommodation with 
the status quo. In this strategy, the Islamist social sector played a key role. 
Hence, if a linkage existed between the social and political sectors of the 
Islamic movement, it was for many of its members “spiritual not orga-
nizational,”114 one of philosophy not politics, “principle not practice.”115

That is one reason why ISIs were willing to take grants from any source 
willing to assist them and why they appeared to have better working rela-
tions with the PNA than they did with each other.116

 “Hamas” Economic Organizations117

As far as I could determine at the time, no Islamic economy or distin-
guishable Islamic economic sector existed separately from the larger Pal-
estinian economy. What I did find was a collection of economic entities—
small (and a few large) businesses, factories (including subcontractors for 
Israel), retailers, and wholesalers—that identified themselves as Islamic 
according to much the same definition (in contrast to ISIs) and functioned 
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as a formal part of the larger economy, including trade with Israel. Al-
though my research on Islamic economic entities (IEEs) was greatly lim-
ited by restrictions on access (which I did not encounter nearly to the 
same degree with ISIs), it became increasingly clear with time (although 
more research was required to substantiate this) that what distinguished 
IEEs from ISIs was the relatively greater cohesion of inter-IEE relations 
and networks and the desire among IEEs, almost without exception, to 
remain invisible—either unseen or unidentified as Islamic or “Hamas.” In 
fact, many of the Islamic or “Hamas” factories I visited were physically 
located in areas not visible from main streets—almost hidden from view. 
On both accounts, the contrast with social institutions was striking.

The desire among IEEs to remain invisible—physically and politically—
derived, I believe, from two factors: (1) to be identified as Islamic or 
Hamas-affiliated would jeopardize business, especially inside Israel but 
also in the West Bank; and (2) such an identification would bring un-
wanted exposure to the internal networks that appeared not only to help 
sustain IEEs but arguably gave them a competitive economic edge (see 
below). Indeed, the key question regarding IEEs was not whether an Is-
lamic economic sector existed but how Islamists were organized econom-
ically and to what purpose or end their business enterprises were used. 
As stated above, a common belief among people in Gaza that I could 
not substantiate was that Islamic economic production activities helped 
subsidize the work of ISIs.

Because of access restrictions (and ultimately time limitations), I was 
unable to determine the exact nature of IEE networks and how specifi-
cally they functioned, which would have provided greater insight into 
the relationship between IEEs and ISIs and between IEEs and the Islamic 
political sector. Clearly, however, these networks existed in some form.

Islamic economic enterprises in Gaza consisted primarily of small busi-
nesses and factories, which produced for the local market and for export 
to the West Bank and Israel. (Raw materials and finished products were 
imported from Asia and Europe through middlemen via Israel and Jor-
dan.) The small businesses typically included grocers (which did not sell 
cigarettes or alcohol), novelty shops, bookstores, and wholesalers and 
retailers involved in the import and export of food items, clothing, acces-
sories, textiles, and stationery. A few larger businesses were engaged in 
construction and contracting and in financial investment (largely around 
land, which during the Oslo period became highly speculative and, for 
a time, lucrative). Islamic factories traditionally produced clothing (for 
women and children), women’s handbags, foam, pharmaceuticals, heat-
ing equipment, and dental products.

Unlike their social counterparts, IEEs defined themselves as Islamic 
in consistent terms—according to religious practice and appropriate 
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behavior: segregation of the sexes, praying, fasting, and dress. Some of 
the smaller merchants would not sell items prohibited by religious law. 
However, many respondents also tacitly associated “Islamic” with “high 
quality,” whether goods, services, or human resources. And “Islamic” in-
stitutions were also identified by close working relationships, including 
those between supervisors and workers, and by their locations in areas 
considered traditional Hamas strongholds (particularly factories). All the 
factories I visited were located in poor areas of Gaza known as centers of 
support for Hamas.

Not surprisingly, although it was relatively easy to identify a given 
business or factory as Islamic, I was not able to determine whether an 
IEE was Hamas-affiliated. Again, it was the Gaza street that would often 
identify a specific factory, wholesaler, or retailer as “Hamas” because 
the owner or manager was known or believed to be a member or sup-
porter. In some cases but certainly not all, I was able to determine that 
the owner or director of a given IEE was somehow affiliated to Hamas; 
what this meant beyond that affiliation was not possible to ascertain. 
In some cases where owners of IEEs were willing to identify themselves 
politically, I heard more references to the Muslim Brotherhood than to 
Hamas specifically.

One such example was Husam, the owner of a sewing factory in Gaza 
whose brother, Tarik, was an old friend of mine in Gaza. Tarik118 was a 
Fatah supporter; Husam was a member of Hamas.

Husam owned his own sewing factory, which had six employees. In ad-
dition, he subcontracted work to four other factories in Gaza (with sixty 
employees) and had a strong working relationship with them. Husam’s 
factory would largely design and cut pieces for children’s clothing—jeans, 
shirts, pants, jackets, and underwear (he would also import underwear 
and diapers and sell them locally). He would then subcontract other fac-
tories to do the sewing. Most of the sewing work was carried out in the 
subcontracted factories. For six to eight months of the year, these sub-
contractors worked only for Husam. All products were produced locally, 
and all transactions were handled by local banks. The finished products 
would then be returned to Husam, who would arrange for distribution.

Husam would then market the clothes to retailers in Gaza (primarily 
his friends) and to somewhere between twenty-five and thirty wholesalers 
in the West Bank and Israel (largely the Arab community inside Israel), 
subject to Israeli approval. According to Husam, he had been trading 
with the same people for twelve years. The West Bank occupied the larg-
est share of Husam’s business (50 percent), followed by Gaza (40 per-
cent) and Israel (10 percent). Husam indicated that many of his contacts 
in Gaza, the West Bank, and Israel were Muslim Brothers. Tarik claimed 
they were all Hamas supporters.
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In Gaza, Husam also marketed basic foodstuffs, which he imported 
from Israel, Jordan, Turkey, Brazil, and Egypt through middlemen. Sta-
tionery (e.g., pens, pencils, rulers, calculators, writing tablets, printer 
paper, schoolbags especially for the zakat committees, children’s books, 
religious books119) was another major item, which Husam imported from 
Japan, France, Sweden, Taiwan, Malaysia, and China, also through Is-
raeli middlemen. He would market his stationery to wholesalers in the 
West Bank and Gaza who in turn would sell it to around one hundred 
retailers in each territory. Textiles accounted for 50 percent of his revenue 
stream, while stationery brought in 30 percent and food the remaining 
20 percent.

When I asked Husam what distinguished his factory and business 
ventures as Islamic, he responded in two very different ways: “praying, 
separating men and women,” and “higher-quality products” for which 
he asked comparatively higher prices. In this regard, Husam argued that 
there were no differences between Islamic and non-Islamic businesses in 
terms of their goals—i.e., profit—only in how these goals were reached. 
IEEs were unequivocally profit-driven. “I will make miniskirts if peo-
ple want them,” Husam told me. “Our first priority is to get the work 
done.” This sentiment was common among other IEEs I visited. Husam 
lamented how difficult it was to maintain his critical trade connections 
outside Gaza, which were absolutely crucial to his revenue base—given 
growing Israeli-imposed closure restrictions. He told me that he would be 
happy if he could just break even.

“How these goals were reached” by an Islamic business, Husam ex-
plained, had several dimensions. The most obvious were integrating 
prayer into the workday (secular hires were encouraged to pray), segre-
gating the sexes, and veiling women. For cultural reasons, women work-
ers were far fewer and more transient and short-term (e.g., there was a 
high turnover of women due to marriage). In two factories, some women 
employees, all conservatively dressed, worked in separate areas—a cul-
tural as well as religious practice. In one factory, women and men worked 
in separate rooms divided by a sliding door. Both sexes were allowed to 
enter through the same door, but women arrived after the men. When I 
visited Husam’s factory, there were no women working there, which I 
questioned. He claimed to want to hire women, but he said none, except 
the poorest, were willing to work there, because such labor was consid-
ered haram (shameful), a reality I often encountered.

Husam’s six employees worked eight to twelve hours per day and 
were very skilled at sewing. I watched them carefully working at their 
machines. Husam found his workers, all locally trained, through “refer-
rals or friends of the family.” Tarik—and no doubt others in the com-
munity—believed that all employees “were Hamas,” either through 
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membership or support. The factory, which was more a huge workroom, 
was modern, very clean, organized, and comfortable, but certainly not 
elaborate or sophisticated. I saw nothing religious on the walls or any-
thing overt to suggest that this was an Islamic entity; however, other 
factories did have the ninety-nine names of Allah and Quranic sayings 
on the wall. One thing that struck me was how hardworking and ef-
ficient the workers were and how content, almost happy, they seemed. 
I remember thinking that perhaps one function, whether intentional or 
not, of an IEE was to provide workers with a set of values and rules to 
which they were held accountable, to provide a structure and sense of 
order, standards, and expectations in a localized milieu that was other-
wise chaotic and volatile.

In all the Islamic factories I visited (some of them established in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s), supervision of workers was an important 
issue. Many had worked for the same employer for several years, includ-
ing Husam’s employees. Turnover was low. Workers received a marked 
degree of personal attention, which struck me, and were quite closely 
supervised. On-the-job training appeared to be an important component 
of employment. When I asked various managers including Husam what 
qualifications (beyond skill) they sought in their employees, the near-
uniform response was some combination of trustworthiness, honesty, ap-
propriate behavior in the workplace, cleanliness, and punctuality. A typi-
cal reply: “Do they come to work on time? What do they do with scraps 
of material? How do they behave in the workplace?” This contrasted 
with what I had seen in the many other factories I had visited in Gaza 
over the years.

Husam and Tarik took me to several other factories (including one 
operated by one of Husam’s subcontractors), wholesalers, and retailers 
that were self-defined IEEs. They included an underwear factory, a jeans 
factory and attached retail store, four sewing factories, a handbag whole-
saler, and a fabric wholesaler. Husam knew all the owners/managers per-
sonally. The sewing factories, which specialized in children’s, women’s, 
and men’s clothing and were historically quite lucrative, varied in size 
from large, spacious workrooms comfortably housing thirty to forty em-
ployees to small operations with only five people. The larger factories 
performed all parts of the production process: design, cutting, sewing, 
finishing, pressing, packaging, and shipping (all fabric was imported from 
or via Israel). In one factory 40 percent of output was entirely produced 
in Gaza while 60 percent was designed and cut in Israel, sewn and pack-
aged in Gaza, and shipped back to Israel. Smaller factories would some-
times do everything except the actual sewing. There was a clear division 
of labor and specialized functions. On average, workers were paid US 
$300 to $500 a month, a relatively good wage in Gaza at the time.
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Uniformly, working conditions were very good, and space was effi-
ciently used. There appeared to be little waste. Work areas were clean, 
organized, and well lit. Despite intense summer heat, they were also cool 
and comfortable. The smaller factories with five and ten employees, for 
example, produced 2,000 and 2,700 finished pieces of clothing per month 
respectively. The former (with five employees) exported 60 percent of its 
product to the West Bank and Israel and marketed 40 percent locally. The 
latter sent all its products to Israel. Larger factories with twenty workers 
produced on average 8,000 pieces per month; those with thirty to forty 
employees could nearly double that output. The Israeli market was a key 
source of revenue for IEEs. They all acknowledged that the main historic 
reason for their commercial viability was the Israeli market (and Israeli 
middlemen).

For some time, Gazan producers had been able to compete with their 
Israeli counterparts on the basis of cheaper labor (and other production-
related) costs, lower prices,120 lower profit margins, and quick turnover. 
However, even back when I did my fieldwork, concern was expressed over 
numerous trends that had begun to converge and impinge on the Gazan 
economy: Israel’s tightening of closure restrictions, which increased pro-
duction costs for Palestinians and made them less reliable trading part-
ners; Israel’s establishment of competitive sewing factories inside Israeli 
settlements in the occupied territories, which would employ Palestinian 
labor and then outcompete Palestinian producers in the market; and the 
pressure of cheaper labor costs in Jordan, which drained production or-
ders away from Palestinian factories to Jordanian ones. (Jordanian-pro-
duced goods were then marketed in Israel, the West Bank, and Gaza, and 
Gazan businesses had a hard time competing in local markets.) All were 
ominous indicators of the dramatic economic decline that would follow.

Although my sample was painfully small, my interviews revealed 
something quite interesting that clearly merited further research: IEEs 
appeared to coordinate their activities, albeit informally, in order to share 
risk and perhaps mitigate (but certainly not end or even avoid) competi-
tion. It became increasingly clear, for example, that some Islamic sewing 
factories121 produced only children’s clothing while others concentrated 
on women’s clothing and still others on clothing generally. In some cases 
but not all, they also seemed to target different markets—the West Bank 
alone, Gaza alone, Israel only, or some combination (typically, Israel and 
the West Bank) thereof. In more than one interview with factory own-
ers and wholesalers, I was told that many IEEs would try to carve out 
individual market niches in order to avoid competing directly with other 
IEEs. There appeared to be an informal “gentlemen’s” agreement to avoid 
unnecessary competition where possible, but implementation was often 
imperfect.
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For example, one of the largest fabric wholesalers in Gaza (out of six in 
the Strip at the time) whom I shall call Mohammad (son of a well-known 
Hamas official) told me that he sold only to retailers in Gaza (60 percent) 
and Israel (40 percent) but not the West Bank. In fact, Husam bought 
much of his fabric from Mohammad. When I asked Mohammad why he 
did not trade with the West Bank, he simply refused to answer. Another 
sewing factory owner in Jabalya stated that while competition among 
IEEs (and others) could be fierce, there were attempts to “interact” with 
other factories informally, often on a personal level. This interaction, he 
said, could assume different forms, from attempts to lessen or prevent 
competition in a given market to using social (and, quite possibly, politi-
cal) networks to exert pressure in order to achieve a desired outcome. 
The language was deliberately vague, and no direct reference to Hamas 
was made.

However, it may have been that IEEs and the network of which they 
were a part somehow informally (and imperfectly) divided the market 
among themselves in order to help one another maintain position and 
profit margins, soften the impact of losses, and provide a limited com-
petitive edge vis-à-vis other Palestinian and Israeli businessmen. I deeply 
regret that I was unable to research this appropriately, but the indications 
I observed of such arrangements did suggest that it was not an Islamic 
economy that was being created but rather increased leverage within an 
increasingly adverse economic environment. As such, IEEs were not try-
ing to separate ideologically or doctrinally from the larger Palestinian 
economy—which would have been impossible in the highly constrained 
and distorted environment of Gaza—but rather to carve out a better col-
lective negotiating position within it (not unlike ISIs), possibly using their 
social and economic (and political) networks in the Islamic movement to 
do so.

Although it would be methodologically incorrect to generalize from 
my small sample of IEEs, I was nonetheless struck by the apparent inter-
connectedness of the businesses I visited, the close personal ties between 
the owners and operators I did meet, and the personal relationships these 
men claimed to have with other IEEs—the ways in which they consulted 
one another and shared information, including about the recruitment of 
workers.122 This pointed to the existence of Islamic networks for recruit-
ment and training, and possibly distribution and marketing. In this re-
gard IEEs stood in stark contrast to the way ISIs typically worked, a 
difference that I would attribute, in part, to their smaller size collectively 
and their greater vulnerability economically.

Hence, IEEs were subject to the same forces, vagaries, and restrictions 
of the market and of Israeli policy as were other Palestinian enterprises. 
As economic units, IEEs were defined by their owners and managers—just 
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like most other Palestinian institutions—and not by the doctrinal impera-
tives of an Islamic economy. They may have enjoyed a certain competitive 
edge vis-à-vis their secular counterparts with regard to the recruitment 
of highly trained labor, higher worker retention levels, access to certain 
wholesale and retail outlets, perhaps a certain degree of inter-IEE regula-
tion over competition, and low overhead costs. But economic and finan-
cial imperatives clearly trumped ideological or political ones.123 Indeed, 
Israel was a critical market for many IEEs, and some of the businessmen 
I met claimed strong and long-standing trading relationships with Jewish 
Israelis, which they clearly wanted to retain.

A Glimpse inside a Hamas Social Institution

One institution that was widely and popularly known to be “Hamas” 
was the al-Wafa Medical Rehabilitation Hospital (al-Wafa or WMRH) 
in Gaza City. An excellent example of a developmental ISI, al-Wafa was 
one of the most professional institutions I encountered in my work with 
Palestinian NGOs, Islamic or secular, and one of the most humane. Al-
Wafa worked collaboratively with certain institutions in Gaza—the Is-
lamic University and the Society of the Care of the Handicapped—but 
also had a professional relationship with Tel Hashomer Hospital in Israel 
and various Norwegian NGOs specializing in rehabilitation and in the 
care of those with traumatic brain injuries.

The institution began as a nonprofit NGO, the al-Wafa Elderly Nurs-
ing Home, founded around 1979 to address the needs of the largely un-
derserved poor, elderly (age sixty or older) population of the Gaza Strip. 
Based on economic and social need, patients were given a place to live 
supplemented with comprehensive social and medical services and, if 
needed, rehabilitation services.

During 1995–1996, al-Wafa Medical Rehabilitation Hospital was 
established on the same premises as the nursing home but specifically 
targeted patients with head and spinal cord injuries as well as other neu-
rological disorders. The rehabilitation hospital was initially established 
in part to help defray the costs of the nursing home, but by 1999 “there 
ha[d] clearly been a shift in emphasis so that it ha[d] . . . taken on an inde-
pendent and important role as the first and only in-patient rehabilitation 
center in the Gaza Strip.”124

The hospital was housed in a somewhat run-down and overcrowded 
building, and more space was needed, which was subsequently built be-
tween 2007 and 2008. However, all areas of the facility were very clean 
and neat. Every room had two beds and bathroom facilities. Sayings from 
the Quran and Hadith were posted on the walls in the hallways, and a 
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prayer area was provided. My primary contact was the medical director, 
Dr. Medhat (who, under the Hamas-led government, went to work in the 
Palestinian Ministry of Health), although I spoke at some length with the 
board members, nursing staff, patients, and their families.

Although housed together, the nursing home and the rehabilitation 
hospital served different functions and existed as discrete entities. Be-
tween 1980 and 1999, about 222 elderly persons had had the nursing 
home as their permanent residence for varying time periods. By 1999 
the nursing home had a capacity of thirty beds with an occupancy rate 
of 100 percent. I saw fifteen old men and fifteen old women there. Ap-
parently these people had no family to care for them. Technically, if an 
elderly person had no sons willing or able to care for him or her, al-Wafa 
would accept that person if space allowed. I was told that before coming 
to al-Wafa, some patients had been abandoned and homeless. Almost all 
the elderly could have been living in a normal home setting except for 
their social situations, and many if not most were not in need of al-Wafa’s 
specialized medical services.125

The government or occasionally a private donor covered the cost of 
nursing home care (approximately US $40 per day in 1999), which in-
cluded medical and dental care for the residents. While I was there, a resi-
dent approached Dr. Medhat, smiling with delight and thanking him for 
the new dentures he had received. The respectful way that Dr. Medhat re-
sponded touched me deeply. The nursing home was spare but clean. One 
thing that struck me was the absence of an institutional smell. There was 
absolutely nothing fancy or decorative about the rooms, however; they 
were more functional and utilitarian than warm and personal. Although 
the staff had a decidedly medical character and the nursing home was not 
the focus of their attention, there was a reasonable amount of interaction 
between the staff and the elderly, largely around mundane rather than 
more creative activities.

The rehabilitation hospital was a very different entity. It served se-
verely disabled persons, many of whom had complex medical problems. 
The majority had acute and chronic physical and cognitive disabilities. 
Patients were admitted with new injuries or referred from another hos-
pital that was unable to meet that patient’s rehabilitation needs. Over-
all, al-Wafa’s patients’ medical issues were far more complex than those 
treated by counterpart institutions in the West Bank, most notably the 
Abu Rayya Rehabilitation Center in Ramallah (which I visited several 
times) and the Bethlehem Arab Society for Rehabilitation, both key spe-
cialized centers.126

The medical problems of inpatients generally fell into the following 
categories: cerebrovascular accidents (CVA) (30 percent), spinal cord 
injuries (SCI) (21 to 30 percent), traumatic brain injuries (17 percent), 
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orthopedic cases (10 percent), and other conditions, including cerebral 
palsy, amputations, and neurological and neuromuscular problems.127

During the three-year period from 1996 to 1998, the hospital served 
some 419 inpatients divided by case category as follows: CVA (126), SCI 
(89), pressure sores (64), traumatic brain injuries (61), orthopedic prob-
lems (37), cerebral palsy (15), neuromuscular diseases (10), amputations 
(9), and other medical problems (8). The average length of stay was 47 
days for the three years, which was higher than for comparable centers in 
the West Bank, and the range in length of stay was 1 to 681 days.128 Up 
until 2004, there were no other rehabilitation facilities in the Gaza Strip 
that could receive any of these patients. Combined with three specialized 
centers in the West Bank, the al-Wafa Hospital reached over two hundred 
communities comprising 30 to 40 percent of the Palestinian population 
in 1999.129

By 2006, al-Wafa had one Inpatient Department with fifty-two beds 
(forty of these beds were apparently donated by a “U.S. organization”) 
and one Outpatient Department. The former had separate wards for 
men, women, and children. The staff consisted of doctors, nurses, nurses’ 
aides, physiotherapists, occupational therapists, speech therapists, a so-
cial worker, and psychologists. There was a lab for basic blood and urine 
chemistry and simple x-ray equipment for chest and skeletal pictures.130

Because many of the patients had complex medical problems on top of 
their primary diagnoses, their rehabilitation process was extremely chal-
lenging. This was not an easy or simple patient population but one that 
would have been difficult and challenging in any setting, even one with 
far better resources than Gaza’s. According to a Swedish specialist,

To begin with 21 in-patients with problems of this nature consti-
tutes an extremely heavy work burden. These patients require staff-
intensive resources, especially the nursing staff, as well as techni-
cal aids, such as lifts, to lessen the burden of the work, which in 
fact were not available at WRMH. They are working very much 
with medical problems, much less with medical rehabilitation and 
to an even lesser degree rehabilitation. When the medical problems 
become extensive and you are not a part of a larger hospital where 
such resources are available, then there is a strong possibility that 
rehabilitation will ultimately get lost or have low priority among 
the medical expertise. That a small rehabilitation center, physically 
removed from a larger hospital, should take on such work is debat-
able unless you have extensive resources.131

Furthermore, given Gaza’s high population density and the fact that 
al-Wafa was for many years the only center of its kind serving the entire 
Gaza Strip, annual admissions were typically higher than they were in 
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West Bank institutions of comparable size. In 1997 these comparable-
size admissions were 20 percent higher at al-Wafa.132 And yet the number 
of yearly admissions increased, from an average of 140 in 1999 to 180 
in 2004 (after four years of Intifada). Around two-thirds of the patients 
were adults, and the rest were children.133 The children brought to al-
Wafa often suffered either traumatic brain injuries because of traffic ac-
cidents or Intifada-related injuries.

I saw children aged five to six with brain stem injuries from being hit by 
cars, a common problem both in the refugee camps and in the crowded 
streets of Gaza. These children had no hope of recovery. One child I spent 
time with during the summer of 1999 could not speak and was unable 
to move his limbs. His mother was in the room, and the anguish on her 
face was heartbreaking. Dr. Medhat escorted me through the wards but 
would sometimes leave me alone to observe. I watched therapists mas-
saging and exercising children’s leg and arm muscles so they would not 
atrophy. One little boy whom I visited several times had a brain injury 
and was on a breathing machine. He had not made any progress but was 
clearly well cared for. In fact, according to one external evaluation, given 
al-Wafa’s specialized experience working with spinal cord injuries—es-
pecially the urological aspects—it was recommended that children with 
spina bifida be added to al-Wafa’s patient pool.134

Occasional miracles did occur: One girl who had been in a coma for 
seven months suddenly woke up and was able to communicate to some 
extent. The staff, who were very kind, paid an exceptional amount of 
individualized attention to these children, which was particularly impor-
tant because some had not received adequate family care. Some children 
had been abandoned, leaving al-Wafa to provide chronic and sometimes 
terminal care, which they provided for adult patients as well. All the chil-
dren I saw were extremely clean, well groomed, and nicely dressed. I 
asked Dr. Medhat whether I could look under their covers; each time 
I did, the bed was clean. Although I am not a medical doctor, I saw no 
evidence of bedsores or other skin infections, a fact confirmed by foreign 
specialists (see below). Occasionally there was toy or playful decoration 
in a room, but these rooms, like those in the nursing home, were quite 
clinical and modest.

During the summer, the rooms housing the elderly and the children 
were air-conditioned, but the rest of the institution was not. Although 
al-Wafa was the only place able and willing to provide long-term care for 
patients with spinal cord and other neurological injuries, the goal was to 
get them home, especially the children, and train the family to care for 
them. In reality, this did not happen often enough, and the center wound 
up caring for some of them indefinitely. The hospital was financially 
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supported mainly through patient fees covered by the Ministry of Health 
or by insurance agencies, and partly through donations.

Al-Wafa also had an Outpatient Department that worked primarily 
on rheumatology. From 1996 to 1998, 2,158 people were treated on 
an outpatient basis for more straightforward orthopedic problems.135

In 2004 the outpatient clinic saw about seventy patients a day (a rate 
that remained constant through at least 2007), four days per week, for 
physiotherapy treatment.136 Spinal cord injuries represented only about 
2 percent of outpatients, indicating poor follow-up on discharged SCI 
patients, a problem al-Wafa was seeking to correct with help from Nor-
wegian NGOs.137

In 1999 two Norwegian NGOs specializing in rehabilitation evalu-
ated al-Wafa as a candidate organization for a comprehensive rehabilita-
tion program they wanted to implement in the Gaza Strip. According to 
their evaluation report, “Initially, the three national centres chosen for 
this scheme were all located in the West Bank. With time, however, it be-
came increasingly clear that access to these [specialized] services for the 
population of Gaza was nearly impossible. One centre located in Gaza, 
namely the El Wafa Medical Rehabilitation Hospital . . . was therefore 
considered as a potential national resource and incorporated into the 
program.”138 In 1999 an external review found:

Finally, concretely, concerning patients at WMRH, many positive ob-
servations must be mentioned. As far as I can judge from this limited 
visit, the patients, despite their complicated problems, are receiving 
extremely competent care. From the medical rounds and medical 
records you could see that patients with previously serious prob-
lems were doing surprisingly well. The staff on all levels appeared 
to have a good basic knowledge of their field of work. They are 
dedicated and work very hard. The patients appeared also to be very 
well taken care of by the nursing staff, even when you looked under 
the sheets! I saw no signs of bed sores or poor skin care, for instance, 
general signs of negligence. The patients were all well groomed and 
their bedding and clothes were well cared for and clean.139

To develop the rehabilitation process at al-Wafa, the Norwegians set up 
staff training in conjunction with the Sunnaas Rehabilitation Hospital in 
Norway, a collaboration that continues as of this writing.140

From available data including external reviews, the al-Wafa staff was 
overall quite strong. Although institutional policy aimed to create a mul-
tidisciplinary rehabilitation staff, constraints on finances and human re-
sources resulted in a staff dominated by the traditional medical special-
ties, doctors and nurses. In 1999 there was one medical director, three 
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full-time doctors, and two volunteer interns. “But in general the medical 
doctors [were] a central and strong group in the Center, who also [car-
ried] a heavy load because of the number and complexity of the patient 
group.”141 By 2003 there were seven doctors on staff, but none were spe-
cialists in rehabilitation medicine.

In 1999, according to Dr. Medhat, there was a program for ongo-
ing training in the field of rehabilitation, both in-service and externally, 
whereby several doctors spent six months training at the Tel Hashomer 
Hospital Center in Israel and another in specialist training in Austria.142

In fact, some members of the senior medical staff told me that it was 
easier to link up with relevant institutions inside Israel than it was with 
counterpart institutions in the West Bank.

The nursing staff represented the single largest professional group. Be-
tween 1999 and 2003 the number of nurses—both male and female—
increased from approximately twenty-four regular nurses (and seven 
nurse’s aides) to fifty nurses. Turnover among nurses was high—with a 
more than 50 percent loss annually—because they carried an extremely 
heavy load with a very difficult patient population, although external 
reviews indicate they were “doing a very good job.”143 In addition to 
workload considerations, other employers, particularly the government, 
seemed to offer better salaries and benefits. The nurses themselves em-
phasized the need for better transportation to and from the center, given 
its location on the periphery of the city, especially for the evening and 
night shifts. They also asked for some staff rooms in the center, including 
a cafeteria.144 Nurses were clear about the difficulty of their workload, 
which they felt could be eased through more and better contact with 
the families of their patients. Some of the female nurses were completely 
veiled, while others had only their heads covered.

At the time of my research, the physiotherapy group consisted of only 
one full-time and one part-time specialist. They worked largely with out-
patients, leaving the far more challenging inpatient population to ten as-
sistants who were receiving training at the Islamic University in Gaza 
(IUG). By 2003 there were twenty physiotherapists in both the In- and 
Outpatient Departments.145 (In fact, by 2005 al-Wafa had plans for estab-
lishing a master’s program in rehabilitation with the Islamic University 
and had requested assistance for this from international donors.)146 The 
Norwegians reported a lack of technical aids and equipment, all of which 
came from Israel. Equipment was expensive, and when it broke there 
were no repair facilities available locally.

The occupational therapy group was also weak in 1999, with only 
one “very competent specialist and one assistant with a two-year re-
habilitation course.”147 Yet when I viewed them working with patients, 
they were wonderful—lively and upbeat, often playing certain games 
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to help patients improve their manual dexterity.148 By 2003 there were 
fourteen occupational therapists working at al-Wafa in addition to a 
part-time speech pathologist, who worked four hours per day, and a 
psychiatrist who visited the center twice weekly. Later psychologist(s), 
social worker(s), educators, and recreational therapists, all essential to 
a multidisciplinary approach to rehabilitation, joined the institution.149

However, continued limited availability of professionals in these areas 
has weakened the institution’s ability to provide comprehensive care.150

Although follow-up on inpatients continued to be a problem for al-
Wafa that was no doubt exacerbated by restrictions on travel and mobil-
ity that Israel imposed on Gazans after 2000, the hospital’s follow-up 
efforts did make progress.151 By 2003 there were two outreach programs; 
by 2004 discharged patients enjoyed greater follow-up owing to greater 
cooperation between al-Wafa and the Community Based Rehabilitation 
(CBR) team in Gaza. Al-Wafa also ran a four-month course for the CBR 
rehabilitation workers on the rehabilitation of patients with SCI and 
CVA among other program initiatives.152

As the political situation deteriorated, al-Wafa had limited if any inter-
action with comparable facilities in the West Bank but had many more 
professional contacts with foreign NGOs and other international institu-
tions. A growing challenge involved dealing with an ever-increasing pop-
ulation of severely sick and injured patients who were transferred shortly 
after being injured or undergoing surgery, or who had severe complica-
tions including tracheostomies, chest infections, and bedsores.153 Given 
its focus on rehabilitation, al-Wafa certainly did not have enough ad-
equately trained personnel to deal with these medical problems. A signifi-
cant minority of the patients, around 25 percent,154 were severely injured, 
some in a vegetative state. These patients remained in the hospital’s care 
owing to lack of nursing home facilities or other follow-up programs. 
In a report issued by the Sunnaas Rehabilitation Hospital in Norway, 
with which al-Wafa was working to improve its treatment program, the 
staff expressed “the need for teaching nurses and patients about preven-
tion and treatment of bed sores, bladder training, nutrition and chest 
infections. They also had several patients with tracheostomy that needed 
close follow-up. Urologic and urodynamic examinations and advice for 
neurologic patients were limited. . . . Cognitive rehabilitation was also 
very limited and only recently they employed a psychologist educated in 
the USA, but without experience in neuropsychology. They wanted very 
much to see the treatment protocols for the different patient groups. In 
terms of establishing a Masters program in rehabilitation in Gaza, they 
were interested in getting in contact with potential visiting lecturers.”155

In conjunction with their Norwegian colleagues, al-Wafa’s board of di-
rectors further proposed establishing a small mobile rehabilitation team 
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to visit referral hospitals and teach them how to initiate early rehabili-
tation for patients requiring continued hospitalization because of their 
medical condition. The board also proposed organizing a series of lec-
tures on rehabilitation at referral hospitals as well as visits by hospital 
staff to al-Wafa to better understand the rehabilitation process.156

By 2007 al-Wafa remained the only facility providing extensive medi-
cal care—including psychosocial support and community reintegration 
programs—for severely disabled Palestinians in the Gaza Strip.

That professionalism defined al-Wafa above all else is also seen in the 
following account by the Norwegian specialist Mette Merken (who was 
part of a group of eight Sunnaas consultants working with al-Wafa), who 
was asked to discuss issues of sexuality with SCI patients and their fami-
lies (and I quote her at length):

This was a great challenge for me and I was nervous. There were 
men and women with SCI from El Wafa and members of CBR pro-
grams. . . . I introduced myself and when I saw everyone I realized 
that their story was more important than mine [Merken also suffers 
from SCI and is confined to a wheelchair]. They needed to be seen 
by me, someone in the same situation as themselves. The first person 
told his story, and the second and so forth. I was touched to my heart 
and lost for words and wished I could spend days talking to each 
and everyone eye to eye and in groups. Some of them ha[d] been in-
jured for up to 25 years; they had married and become fathers after 
their injury, some had taken further education after their injury and 
one had started [his] own business. They were great role models for 
the newly injured and you could see it gave them all new hope in life.

In the beginning the patients were talking about bladder and bowel 
problems, this is a big part of sexuality as I see it. A key component 
of sexuality is how one perceives one’s body, and therefore . . . the 
difficulties of hygiene [involving the] bowel and bladder play a large 
role after an injury. . . . Then we moved on to the topic of sexuality. 
I was worried that the men would feel uncomfortable with me being 
a woman and that they would find it hard to open up. Before we 
started the session I asked the men if they felt comfortable talking to 
me about sexuality and they were very positive to my appearance. 
They were very open and explicit during the session and I felt very 
honoured and humbled by the confidence they showed me.

The main topics were: How important it is for couples to commu-
nicate to each other what they have found pleasing and satisfying; It 
is important to experiment and discover what is satisfying; Whatever 
seems satisfying and pleasurable to a couple is acceptable as long 
as they mutually agree; Discussed the different ways to achieve an 
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erection and ejaculation after SCI; Fertility and sperm quality; and 
Different types of sexual devices.

After I had spoken to the men, I spoke to the men’s spouses to-
gether with the female nurses who showed great engagement and 
knowledge. Each of them presented their sexual problem and we all 
tried to find solutions together. Here as well, erection and ejaculation 
was the main topic.157

I should also add that some of the wives of the patients with SCI partici-
pating in Merken’s group were fully covered and their faces veiled.

A Concluding Note on al-Wafa

A workshop on sexuality and on different types of devices that could im-
prove sexual performance for men and women with spinal cord injuries 
is not something that one would naturally associate with an Islamic or 
“Hamas” institution, nor with Gazans. Such were the professionalism, 
dedication, and willingness of the al-Wafa staff to innovate, experiment, 
educate, and engage the client population. How is it that Gazans—often 
poor, rural, or refugees and very conservative—were willing to partici-
pate in workshops on sexuality? This admittedly surprised me. Based on 
my experience with al-Wafa, I would say that one reason was public trust 
in an institution that was highly regarded for its specialized care. But I am 
convinced that such participation was also due to the respect with which 
the staff treated patients and their families. The evident dedication to 
care and service was a pronounced and characteristic feature of al-Wafa 
(and many other ISIs), its limitations notwithstanding,158 one that clearly 
meant a great deal to the community.

Why was al-Wafa designated a “Hamas” institution by the Gaza 
“street”? As far as I could determine, it was because some of the senior 
medical staff, including Dr. Medhat, were Hamas members or support-
ers. And while Hamas as a political movement no doubt derived politi-
cal capital from the good work of al-Wafa, it seems highly unlikely—in 
fact, it is almost impossible for me to conceive—that Hamas had any 
direct role in the institution’s specialized programs and initiatives.159 And 
even if it did (and I of course cannot absolutely say that it did not), then 
one could easily argue that Hamas was playing an extremely positive 
and progressive role. So what then does it truly mean to be a “Hamas” 
institution?

On a personal note, I can attest that being “Hamas” did not equate to 
being “anti-Jewish.” Among the many other occasions on which I learned 
this was one exchange I had with none other than Dr. Medhat himself. 
One day, Dr. Medhat was driving me back to my home in the Rimal 
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section of Gaza City. During our discussion, the issue of my religion un-
expectedly arose. He naturally assumed (as had the board at the Islamic 
school) that I was Christian. “No, Dr. Medhat, I am not Christian, I am 
Jewish.” A bit nervously I continued, “I hope this is not a problem for 
you.”

He looked surprised (but not shocked) and then a little pleased. He 
smiled and said, “So, you are Jewish. This is good.”

“Why is it good?” I asked with a tentative smile on my face.
“So you can see for yourself who we are and what we are doing.” A few 

minutes of silence passed between us as we wove through the side streets 
of Gaza. Medhat then turned to me and said, “I know there are Jews who 
do not support what Israel is doing. Ahlan wa sahlan [welcome].”



Chapter 6

ISLAMIST SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS:

KEY ANALYTICAL FINDINGS

What we learn . . . is a product of the questions we ask, 
the connections we make, and the historical context in 

which we situate [Islamic political] movements.
—Edmund Burke III1

A person can compromise if he has a good life.
—Ismail Abu Shanab2

Hamas regards Islam as a Minhaj al-hayat, an all-encompassing sys-
tem. What this means was explained by Sheikh Abdel Fattah Dukkhan,
cofounder of Hamas, in a December 13, 1996, speech for Hamas’s ninth 
anniversary:

Who are we, and where are we?
We are not a charitable organization (Jam‘iyya Khairiyya) nor 

a political party, nor an objectivist or positivist group that works 
with limited aims. We are a new spirit at the heart of al-umma. The 
Quran nourishes this spirit, and we are the new light that shines and 
destroys the darkness of materialism in favour of a meeting with 
Allah. The clear sound from the calling (da‘wa). This light and this 
sound make up the prophet’s mission. . . . If you are asked what your 
calling consists [of], answer: “Our calling is Islam as brought about 
by the prophet . . . and government is a part of that [of Islam], and 
freedom is a necessity of its necessity. And if you are told you are 
calling for revolution, say that we are calling for the truth (al-haqq)
and for peace, which we believe in. And if you are told that you are 
receiving help from individual persons and groups, say: We believe 
only in God. . . .

Quietly we invoke al-da‘wa . . . but it is stronger than al-asifa (the
storm). Our da‘wa is limited, yet it is greater than the earth’s diam-
eter. We are carrying out a mission . . . with content . . . our brothers 
believe in . . . and they are just in their actions.3

Hence, Hamas, like Islam, is a comprehensive system embracing all 
aspects of social life—politics, religion, science, culture, business, and 
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sports. In a manner that draws directly from its origins in the Muslim 
Brotherhood and from al-Banna’s writings, Dukkhan’s speech is decid-
edly reformist, helping Muslims return to the true Islam, which is embod-
ied in the needs of everyday Muslim life. “We teach Islam by example, 
through our actions,” said Ismail Abu Shanab. In this way, embracing 
civil society institutions has been absolutely critical for Hamas specifi-
cally and Islam in general.

In their study of Muslim politics, Eickelman and Piscatori speak of 
the “invention of tradition,”4 which lies at the heart of the Islamist chal-
lenge.5 Writing about ISIs in Egypt, Jordan, and Yemen, Janine Clark fur-
ther states:

Islamists generally regard the period of the prophet Mohammed and 
his first four successors as one of ideological inspiration or guid-
ance. Islamists’ appropriation of what they believe to be this tradi-
tion includes the assertion that Islam . . . is a comprehensive system 
encompassing all things material, spiritual, societal, individual, po-
litical and personal. The Islamist project, therefore, is an attempt to 
create a seemingly seamless web of religion, politics, charity, and 
all forms of activism. All of these realms should reinforce one an-
other and promote public virtue and personal piety. In this invention 
of tradition, the concept of da‘wa becomes central. Beyond simply 
proselytizing or preaching (as traditionally defined), da‘wa becomes 
the very act of “activating” Islam through deed in all spheres of life.6

In direct opposition to the stereotype of a proselytizing recruitment 
process “from womb to tomb,” the ethos of civic engagement within the 
Islamic movement in Palestine acted as a viable and powerful alternative 
to militancy and political violence, “a self-conscious substitute for armed 
action.”7 (This occurred despite the fact that Hamas had built explicitly 
political institutions of mobilization, notably political parties at universi-
ties.)8 This became apparent, especially during the Oslo period, when the 
weakened political leadership of Hamas was explicit about its wish to 
avoid any confrontation with the PNA and shifted its emphasis to the so-
cial sector.9 ISIs were not engaged in a power struggle against the “state” 
(i.e., the PNA) at the grassroots level. They did not seek to oppose or 
undermine regime control. They neither challenged the state-society re-
lationship as it was defined in the Palestinian context nor sought greater 
separation of that relationship despite their linkages—direct and indirect, 
strong and tenuous, or none at all—to Hamas (or Islamic Jihad), the pri-
mary oppositional political movement (see below).

To the contrary, ISIs cooperated fully and in some cases worked closely 
with the state, a pattern found in other contexts as well. More often than 
not, there was a marked disconnection and separation between social 
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(religious and cultural) and political motivations in ISI work. (Further-
more, and seldom acknowledged, there were varying degrees of animos-
ity between certain ISI and Hamas political officials; for some there was 
no natural affiliation between them.) This is why, for example, there were 
some formal internship programs between the Islamic University in Gaza 
and various PNA ministries, including the Ministry of Industry (engineer-
ing students) and the Ministry of Finance (accounting students).10

Indeed, most ISI staff saw themselves as professionals engaged in apo-
litical social service and community development work. During the Oslo 
period ISIs were attempting to create new opportunity spaces for their 
clients within the myriad constraints imposed,11 albeit with varying de-
grees of success. In fact, as I have already argued, through its pronounced 
(and pragmatic) shift in emphasis to the social sector during the Oslo pe-
riod, Hamas was seeking accommodation and coexistence with dominant 
(secular) institutions and social arrangements and was in no way seeking 
to confront or overthrow them. The social sector played the primary role 
in this process of accommodation and coexistence (and competition), and 
was a de-radicalizing and even universalizing force within the movement.

In fact, as previously noted, many Hamas officials described this shift 
as a return to social and cultural reform, reflecting the need to rediscover 
Islam and its moral relevance to society in an effort to fight the “new 
colonization of ideas and values”12 and catalyze social progress. Many 
officials also understood that in the highly factionalized environment of 
the Oslo period characterized by institutional erosion, people would not 
tolerate further political proselytization or ideological indoctrination. A 
key Hamas official expressed it this way in 1999: “Increasingly, Hamas 
represents religion and an Islamic way of life, not political violence,” af-
firming an observation made by Amr Hamzawy in his study of moderate 
Egyptian Islamists that argues for a difference in Islamist political think-
ing between religious ideals and the form of their realization.13

Hence, during this time of political weakness, civic activity undertaken 
within the ISI infrastructure became a key means of self-preservation for 
Hamas by showing itself to be responsive to its constituency’s basic needs 
and concerns, which was crucial for its survival.

Writing in 2002, I observed:

The definition of the threats facing Palestinian society also changed. 
These threats were no longer confined to political or military at-
tacks (by Israel and the P[N]A) against Palestinian resources but 
also included cultural aggression against Palestinian values, beliefs 
and practices. Defeating the occupier became a matter of cultural 
preservation, building a moral consensus and Islamic value sys-
tem as well as political and military power. Hence the struggle was 
not for power per se but for defining new social arrangements and 
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appropriate cultural and institutional models that would meet real 
social needs, and do so without violence. The idea was not to create 
an Islamic society but one that was more Islamic, as a form of pro-
tection against all forms of aggression.14

By reconciling its political ideology with a desire to secure its ties to 
the grass roots through a shift to the sociocultural realm, Hamas tried to 
become culturally indigenous, revealing a certain acceptance of pluralism 
at both the social and political levels. The goal was accommodation by 
working from “the bottom to the top, not . . . the top to the bottom.”15

This point is critical, for it marks a departure from other regional contexts 
where a separate Islamist identity was based on the creation of a new or 
alternative society, itself constructed on institutions challenging those of 
the state. This process was all but precluded by the deforming effects of the 
occupation and the creation of the PNA (discussed below). Similarly, there 
was little evidence of any direct institutionalized links to activist political 
groups among the ISIs examined. In fact, a common theme among ISIs was 
the outright rejection of violence as an acceptable response and strategy.

This in turn begs the question, What exactly was the nature of Hamas’s 
relationship with ISIs? One theme that emerged was that whatever link-
age existed between Hamas’s political and social sectors was not—and 
never had been—organizational but rather philosophical, one of shared 
principles and values.16 Beyond the findings discussed in chapter 5, no-
tably staff membership in or support for Hamas, the relationship, if any, 
remained unclear. As I have argued, for various ISIs such as those in the 
health care and educational sectors, the specialized nature of their work 
made it unlikely that Hamas could have played any direct role.

Even for those ISIs engaged in more charitable and traditional activities, 
including zakat, the work was so mundane and circumscribed as to defy 
the direct participation of political officials. That is why I was inclined to 
believe those Hamas officials, both senior and junior, who admitted they 
had little knowledge of the ISI universe. I could never determine with 
absolute certainty whether Hamas’s political sector had input, direct or 
indirect, into project work, although it is clear it benefited politically from 
the work of the social sector. If Hamas did play a role, it was not obstruc-
tive or manipulative but, overall, a positive contribution to individual and 
community development at the time. In the final analysis, however, what 
is most important is not whether Hamas controlled ISIs but the character 
and quality of ISIs’ work and their role in community life.

As such, I would argue that during the Oslo period notably, the Is-
lamic social sector acted as a brake on violence by creating a realm in-
creasingly (and, I came to realize, largely) devoid of politics—a view that 
clearly runs against mainstream conceptions—helping to legitimize the 
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social system rather than undermine it. Accordingly, the remainder of 
this chapter examines the nature of social Islam in Palestine, particularly 
the nature of Islamist mobilization and the role of the “secular versus the 
sacred” in social sector work.

The Nature of Islamist Social Activism

That Hamas is not a monolithic movement has hopefully been made 
clear. Rigidly defining Hamas as violent, antimodern, and radical ignores 
the fact that Hamas’s fundamental impulse is political and nationalist, 
not religious, which has accounted for its pragmatism and flexibility. 
Similarly ignored are the other, larger dynamics of the movement that are 
decidedly nonviolent and civic-oriented, dynamics that reject the idea of 
a fixed inner logic of Islam and operate instead “on a mass level driven by 
the actions and concerns of ordinary Muslims.”17 As other analysts have 
argued, Islamic political and social movements emerge out of specific 
local contexts and political environments that are critical to understand-
ing their evolution and development.18 In the unique case of Palestine, Is-
rael’s consistent assault on Palestinian national and community existence 
has been the defining factor shaping Hamas’s somewhat discontinuous 
trajectory but, as argued, not the only one.

In his exceptional study of Muslim politics, Robert Hefner argues three 
key points that are relevant for understanding the nature of the Islamist 
social project in Palestine. First, although Muslim politics are “informed 
by the conviction that religious scholars, the ulama . . . have the right and 
duty to make sure that all major developments in politics and society are 
in conformity with God’s commands,” this does not necessarily or auto-
matically translate into an “imperative for theocratic rule.”19 As discussed 
in chapter 3, religious scholars have an important but limited role in the 
governing of society, and “notwithstanding certain utopian Islamisms to 
the contrary, real-and-existing Muslim polities are not characterized by 
a seamless fusion of religion and state or a dictatorship of ‘clerics’ over a 
supine civil society.”20 Indeed, in my own research many Islamist officials 
lectured me on the differences between Hamas, for example, and the Tali-
ban and other extremist fundamentalist groups, whose essentialized and 
restricted interpretation of Islam was explicitly denounced, along with its 
political and social implications. However, I also found highly intolerant 
interpretations of Islam (particularly as it regarded social behavior), no-
tably among individual teachers in some Islamic schools.

Many (but not all) of my respondents argued for an understanding of 
Islam that was broader and, as Hefner puts it, more “diffusely cultural.”21

Muslim politics are seen to operate not only on a popular level but on a 
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more elite level, where “religious scholars respond to modern problems 
within the normative horizons of the shari‘a and Islamic tradition as a 
whole.”22

Second, this leads to another point made by Hefner with particular 
relevance for this study: the attempt to make contemporary Muslim 
politics more pluralist, adaptive, participatory, and democratic, a pat-
tern seen among some of the ISIs discussed in the previous chapter. This 
reshaping is necessitated by the inability of the state in many parts of the 
Muslim world to adequately meet the social and economic needs of its 
constituents, who then demand alternative sources of support. Further-
more, “mass education, literacy, and a growing network of mosques and 
Islamic schools combined to strengthen the determination of ordinary 
Muslims to exercise choice and take charge of their faith,”23 a form of 
“democracy in the vernacular” that underscores the importance of the 
grassroots level—that is, civic associations and the community itself—in 
the processes of pluralist participation and democratization, however in-
cremental, however imperfect.

Third, Hefner points to the issue of mobilization: the efforts of com-
peting groups (secular and religious) to enhance their influence by “forg-
ing pacts or alliances with influential actors and agencies in the state.”24

This follows from the first two, particularly the notion of expanded local 
participation. According to Hefner, “[m]obilizational initiatives like these 
usually begin at the local level, with efforts to bring together like-minded 
actors in associations dedicated to some social, religious, or welfare task,” 
where Muslim organizations “sometimes enjoy a distinctive advantage 
over their secular rivals.”25 However, here the Islamic movement in Pales-
tine has not been as successful as is commonly assumed.

Given these three factors, which I found to varying degrees in Pales-
tine at the social level—the lack of a theocratic imperative in favor of 
a broader and more culturally based interpretation of Islam; the value 
assigned by many ISIs to a notion of civic decency that was informed by 
a more participatory and, for some, pluralist approach; and the prob-
lems of building alliances both among ISIs and between ISIs and secu-
lar associations—one must ask, Did Islamism in Palestine ever acquire 
mobilizing power within the social sector for either political or violent 
activity?

Islamist Mobilization: Success or Failure?

Successes

From the time I began my research in Palestine twenty-five years ago, I 
could never find any appreciable popular support for a political agenda 
based on Islam or for the creation of an Islamic state and society. There has 
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never really been an Islamic base among Palestinians (although Hamas 
has always had a certain but limited ideological following), since religion 
never served as an organizational framework for achieving national and 
political goals. As Lapidus points out, “In Palestine, no unifying Muslim 
symbol emerged. . . . Islamic symbols were imperfectly related to organi-
zational structures. They failed either to mobilize or to reflect structural 
conditions.”26 Hamas’s successes in the 2004 and 2005 municipal elec-
tions and in the 2006 legislative elections do not contradict this finding 
but rather affirm it, since these victories occurred on the basis of a secular 
(or pragmatic) rather than religious agenda. In this regard, the election of 
Hamas arguably illustrated the failure of its political ideology.

Palestinians have long been secular, opposing any combination of reli-
gion and politics. I distinctly remember an interview I had with a family 
in the Bureij refugee camp during the first Intifada. When I entered their 
home and sat to begin the interview, I removed the hijab I was wearing. 
At the end, as I was preparing to leave, I put my hijab back on. The fam-
ily patriarch approached me and said, “When we have our state, you will 
not have to wear that.” There was no hostility in his voice, just a simple, 
almost gentle statement of fact. Admittedly, that was over twenty years 
ago, and much has changed in Gaza’s political environment since then, 
but the general sentiment was not atypical at the time.

Yet, despite the overwhelmingly secular orientation of Palestinians, 
Islamic activism—as seen in the work of ISIs—has long been regarded 
by many Western observers as an exception because of its religious and 
cultural component. The prevailing assumption (as seen in the recent U.S. 
court decisions) is that it is natural—virtually axiomatic—for Muslims 
to support a political (and, inevitably, violent) agenda based on Islam; 
consequently, according to this logic, there is little that distinguishes the 
militant from the reformist since they are both part of the same egregious 
whole, which does not differentiate between Islamic political, social, and 
military institutions. Seen through this lens, clients who merely engage 
with ISIs are politicized, incited, and recruited into religious fanaticism 
(“drawn into participation . . . as the result of their embeddedness in as-
sociational networks that render them ‘structurally available’ for protest 
activity”27) and then inexorably drawn to commit terrible acts. As Ja-
nine Clark points out, “The scholarly literature depicts Islamic associa-
tions, including their clinics, as fronts for the proselytization of the poor 
to Islamism. Even if this is not done directly, the mere successful provi-
sion of services is seen by many scholars as propaganda which increases 
the number of adherents—particularly among the poor—to the Islamist 
movement both in the streets and at the ballot box.”28

As the court cases against Islamic charities in the United States have 
shown, the issue of recruitment has been successfully used against ISIs. 
Yet the Hamas leadership has long asserted (and studies have argued) the 
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exact opposite: that Hamas separates and compartmentalizes the social, 
political, and military sectors in order not to jeopardize the social, given 
its centrality to the movement. According to the ICG, “Hamas seeks to 
derive prestige and political profit from social welfare activism precisely 
by maintaining the professionalism and integrity of such institutions 
rather than politicizing them. It appears to understand better than others 
that if schools and medical clinics developed a reputation as recruitment 
centres, and services were provided in exchange for support, the crown 
jewels of the Islamist movement would be irretrievably debased in ex-
change for short-term gains of dubious value.”29

While this argument is certainly plausible, it fails to address other and, 
in my view, more important factors that precluded the translation of so-
cial services into a mobilized and activist constituency based on political 
Islam.

Perhaps a logical place to start is with a question: What did ISIs as a 
whole constitute, and what were they attempting to provide and create 
through their programmatic work? Unlike its Egyptian counterpart, the 
ISI sector in Palestine was not a cohesive or integrated one, intrasectorally 
or intersectorally. Rather, it was highly decentralized, with individual ISIs 
operating rather autonomously, and oriented far more to the localities 
they served (and in which they often resided) than to any higher, cen-
tralizing authority, social or political. Within the sector, competition and 
disagreement clearly existed. In the kindergartens run by the Mujamma, 
for example, which were closely associated with Hamas, the Islamic cur-
riculum taught was not standardized with that of other Islamic schools 
run by the Jam‘iyya or the House of the Book and Sunna among others 
but was institutionally specific. (In some cases ISIs would share aspects of 
their curriculum, as the House of the Book and Sunna did with the Young 
Women’s Muslim Society, or would refer to waqf guidelines, but these ap-
peared to be the exceptions.) In fact, Abu Hisham told me on more than 
one occasion that he considered the Mujamma in particular too political 
and unprepared for social work. He also revealed that various Islamic or-
ganizations had long discussed dividing and coordinating their charitable 
work geographically:

 Al-Jam‘iyya: Jabalya and Shati camps
Al-Salah: middle camps
Zakat committee: Gaza City
The House of the Book and Sunna and al-Rahma: Khan Younis 
and Rafah

These discussions ultimately failed owing to intense interorganizational 
competition.

The decentralized, autonomous nature of ISI operations was also ex-
pressed, to varying degrees, in institutional philosophy. As Yahya Musa, 
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then head of the Hamas-affiliated Hizb al-Khalas Political Bureau, ar-
gued: “All Islamic parties work under the umbrella of Islam from which 
they all emanate. [They] start at the same point but their differences de-
rive from their interpretation of the Quran and Hadith. The Islam imple-
mented during Mohammed’s life is different from the Islam implemented 
today or should be. Islam should be implemented [adapted or fashioned] 
according to current conditions. Other groups have a more literal inter-
pretation and want to separate out from current reality. This is the differ-
ence between the letter of the law and the spirit of the law.”30

For some ISI officials, this meant that community interest had to take 
precedence over the text; if the two conflicted, then the text had to be 
reinterpreted. This points to the need for flexibility in the interpretation 
of Islamic law that al-Banna described and the freedom from—or even 
rejection of—tradition if it impedes progress. In her research on Islamist 
women of Hamas (in Hizb al-Khalas), for example, Islah Jad found that 
“the text does not prohibit” was a recurrent theme in her work.31 Hence, 
it was no surprise to find clear differences in philosophy and approach 
between the Haj of the HBS, Abu Hisham of the Qatar Charitable So-
ciety, Dr. Medhat of al-Wafa, and Dr. Duweiq, who was also associated 
with the Hebron-based al-Ahli Hospital (see below). This further reflects 
some important themes in the theoretical literature on Islam and civil 
society: that (political) authority ultimately derives legitimacy from civil 
society, not government, and that power depends on securing popular 
trust rather than religious sanction.

Furthermore, the fact that I often found myself in a position of know-
ing more about other ISI programs than many of my ISI interviewees 
strongly suggested that their orientation was proximate, often restricted 
to the people and places they were serving, a product of local community 
ties and networks, and institution based. The only apparent exceptions 
were specialized organizations such as al-Rahma or al-Wafa, which, by 
virtue of providing relatively unique services, drew nonlocal clients.

Although inter-ISI cooperation occurred, it typically concerned prag-
matic bureaucratic coordination—for example, preventing the duplica-
tion of welfare benefits, since double-dipping was not uncommon (itself 
suggestive of a lack of ideological affiliation or loyalty among clients or 
the irrelevance of political ideology when it came to need).32 Indeed, the 
poor would use as many facilities—Islamic and secular—as were available 
to them, regardless of ideological preference, and would shop around for 
services. Likewise, cooperation between Islamic and non-Islamic institu-
tions was not common; when it occurred, it seemed to entail local ISIs 
linking more with international rather than local, secular organizations 
(although the latter did occur). In certain respects, and contrary to popu-
lar assumption, ISIs seemed to have had the strongest direct institutional 
linkages with the PNA, not with each other.



170 CHAPTER 6

That ISI work was localized in nature was also supported by the ab-
sence of a defining vision of social, economic, or political change that 
might have guided programmatic initiatives in the Islamic social sector as 
a whole. Instead, ISI programs, like those of most Palestinian institutions, 
were individually determined by each ISI; typically by the director or 
board of directors, in accordance with the institution’s mandate and the 
perceived needs of its constituency (and sometimes inviting beneficiary 
input).

With its decentralized structure and localized focus, the Islamic so-
cial sector was able to achieve certain objectives, but it failed to achieve 
others. On the positive side, it became a recognized (and relatively au-
tonomous) actor within the community it served, an actor that aimed to 
rehabilitate the collective through a strengthened sense of neighborliness 
and volunteerism (which was high in ISIs33). The social sector inculcated 
a sense of community consciousness and freedom of association, particu-
larly with regard to the functioning of civil associations, where author-
ity was, to a marked extent, not repressive. The ISIs’ strong orientation 
to their surrounding community meant that service delivery was often 
face-to-face and deeply embedded in local cultural norms that did not 
generally discriminate according to constituents’ ideological vision or so-
cial class. In this way, many ISIs were considered tolerant and civil, even 
flexible. This, for example, was how Abu Hisham worked and how the 
zakat committees operated, lending a deeply human and personal dimen-
sion to the patron-client relationship—concern for the human being was 
clear—that was necessary and appreciated but not always sufficient for 
perceived program success. It was, however, one important factor that 
distinguished ISIs from their secular counterparts, according to many re-
spondents, and one important way ISIs forged (rather than dictated) a 
social contract (of the sort al-Banna described) with the communities 
they served.

Because of this and possibly also because of the local orientation of 
staff, as noted above, ISI programs—whether traditional or developmen-
tal, successful or unsuccessful—were often perceived by clients as being 
part of the local human community rather than part of an Islamist ide-
ology (whether local, regional, or international) or political party. This 
was particularly true of al-Ahli Hospital in Hebron, a well-known Is-
lamic institution (affiliated with the Patients’ Friends Society) serving the 
southern part of the West Bank. The 120-bed hospital34 was a modern, 
beautiful, highly professional, and comfortable facility, employing forty 
doctors and approximately one hundred male and female nurses (both 
Islamic and secular) in 1999 (it subsequently established several clinics 
throughout the city). The hospital adhered to certain Islamic rules such as 
conservative dress for women, including the hijab, and segregation of the 



ANALYTICAL FINDINGS 171

sexes. However, this did not appear to present a problem; on the contrary, 
it appeared to create a feeling of belonging and connectedness. When I 
spoke with patients and staff, there was a pronounced sense of pride in 
the hospital, a sense of ownership and responsibility, something that was 
not typical in Palestinian society.

In fact, Islamist social institutions were commonly defined (and judged) 
as such not by the overt practice of Islam necessarily but by the niches 
they worked in, the quality of their work, and the way in which they 
treated their clients. In this regard, the priority was service provision 
through organizational outreach rather than through intellectual output. 
Hence, Islam was not defined rigidly or literally (and not necessarily in 
accordance with Western stereotypes) but in a variety of ways that had 
more to do with the transmission of values. This allowed for the adop-
tion of socially innovative programs where prescription, rationality, and 
reason—enlightened ijtihad—played a marked role.35

Another feature of ISI success was the creation of a framework and a 
venue within which the powerless and excluded were given what Hefner, 
Esposito, and Voll refer to as a certain degree of choice and participation,36

underlining the importance of consensus (ijma‘) and consultation (shura). 
In the Palestinian context, the capacity to choose and participate was part 
of an ongoing effort among ISIs to empower individuals pragmatically, 
notably women, creating consistent, secure, and accessible public spaces 
in which they could be taught how to access resources, share experiences, 
seek and give advice, or simply have a place where they could experience 
social solidarity (what the Islamic modernists referred to as the virtues 
of reform and self-strengthening). This gave women especially a certain 
sense of self-worth and satisfaction, feelings that were seldom affirmed in 
larger society. This may not seem like a lot, and its effects may have been 
limited, but in an environment as constrained and difficult as Gaza’s, 
it was important and something the Islamic sector understood perhaps 
better than any other. It also helped clients understand the utility and 
importance of voluntary belonging, a characteristic feature of an Islamic 
civil society.

One powerful illustration of client inclusion was found in Gaza’s al-
Ihsan Association for Disabled Children, which ran kindergarten and re-
habilitation programs. In January 1999, al-Ihsan started a kindergarten 
program for thirty-one disabled children and enlisted their mothers in 
its programmatic initiatives. As a condition for accepting a child into 
the program, al-Ihsan required the child’s mother to volunteer at the in-
stitution to cook, clean, teach (if qualified), and serve as a teacher’s as-
sistant in the classroom. Mothers were also asked to share their experi-
ences raising disabled children with one another and with the teaching 
staff, giving mothers a greater stake in the education of their children and 
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empowering them as a source of information and assistance. Although 
this integrative process was uneven, al-Ihsan was able to create a support 
network for mothers who faced enormous stress at home on top of being 
socially ostracized because of their children.37

At the Jam‘iyya, which ran thirty-five kindergartens throughout the 
Gaza Strip and considered its program to be the best, director Bahar de-
scribed in great detail (although I did not myself see) several community 
outreach initiatives the Jam‘iyya ran as part of its kindergarten program, 
which he considered critical to its quality: regular meetings between 
mothers and school officials (three “main” meetings throughout the year 
in addition to monthly meetings); lectures on parenting; cultural activities 
designed to bring mothers and their children together in an enjoyable, re-
laxed setting and to bring mothers, teachers, and administrators together 
as well; organized meetings between mothers and teachers designed to 
address children’s problems; community meetings between school offi-
cials and parents designed to solicit their input on kindergarten activities; 
and invitations to parents to visit kindergarten classes and observe.38

Similarly the Bethlehem Charitable Society (BCS) had a program for 
assisting the poor by teaching them how to access the health system and 
receive needed services. The BCS also started a commercial kitchen and 
would hold training sessions for mothers on how to use the kitchen and 
cook in industrial batches, soliciting input from the mothers and thereby 
increasing their role in the cooking program as well as their chances for 
employment. Indeed, this policy of client inclusion created nothing less 
than an enlarged public domain for improved (rather than new) forms of 
association—e.g., counseling sessions; teacher training workshops; arts 
and literacy classes; parenting seminars; computer classes; reading con-
tests; and cultural activities involving mothers and children, and mothers 
and teachers. Most significantly, these associational forms were account-
able, honest, respectful, and (perhaps most critical of all) ordinary and 
coherent, providing a realm devoid of politics, ideology, and factionalism 
(which was ostracized at the time).

Indeed, the elements of choice and participation were important parts 
of an ongoing effort among ISIs to (re-)create a sense of the ordinary 
in an environment—characterized by Israeli occupation and PNA con-
trol—that was anything but. In this sense, I believe, many ISIs implicitly 
understood that what unites people is far more powerful than what di-
vides them. This meant focusing on people’s everyday concerns by em-
bedding programs in local norms and understandings. It meant making 
Islam an ordinary rather than an exceptional (or violent) part of their 
lives. In Gaza especially, re-creating the ordinary—and interpreting the 
ordinary—meant normality and the factual, the attempt to carve out a 
prosaic realm where everyday activities could be carried out and, perhaps 
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most distinguishing, carried out well. For some ISIs the provision of qual-
ity services also meant client dissent. And while the focus would some-
times be on dress, proper conduct, and other cultural practices, it was a 
realm where clients would typically expect a high(er) degree of quality, 
efficacy, care, accountability, and recourse no matter how mundane or 
complex the programmatic task. Again, performance, not the application 
of Islamic rules, mattered most.

In this regard, Diane Singerman observes, “The Islamist movement 
reshapes how people understand themselves as creators and practi-
tioners of their world.”39 In Gaza especially, this reshaping may have as-
sumed somewhat different dimensions than it did in Egypt or Yemen, 
but the principle remained the same. At its core, this reshaping strove 
to strengthen Gazans’ sense of personal and social identity and agency, 
making the individual a force for positive change, to borrow from Sa‘id 
Hawwa. Hence, while religious identity was important, it was but one of 
many identities needing protection and not necessarily the primary one, 
recalling the value of the mundane as well as the divine articulated by 
al-Ghannouchi.

In this sense, everyday practice was not linked to religion per se (al-
though the need to forge a Muslim identity was important and varied in 
intensity among ISIs) but to clear and defined norms and standards (which 
did not exist in larger society, especially under the PNA) that people—
both clients and staff—were expected to uphold. This, too, accounted for 
the almost universal and explicit emphasis on professional qualifications 
over political or religious conviction as a criterion for hiring ISI staff 
and on the provision of quality services. In fact, most interviewees indi-
cated that there was no explicit policy against hiring Christians or people 
considered secular (although religious Muslims were preferred all things 
being equal), pointing to a certain acceptance of pluralism within ISIs.

One clear example of professionalism was the al-Anwar al Ibrahimiyya
Library for Children, a project of the Islamic Charitable Society of He-
bron that opened in April 1999. When I visited the library during the 
summer of 1999, it was a brand-new, beautiful, modern facility: clean, 
polished, aesthetic, air-conditioned, and inviting (with comfortable tables 
and chairs, marble floors, and soothing carpets). The library had 12,000 
books (which had increased to 17,500 by 2008), on topics traditionally 
covered in school (e.g., philosophy, arts, logic, science, religion, Arabic 
and world literature, English language) and others (e.g., health/personal 
hygiene, cooking, handicrafts, international holidays, fairy tales). Stacks 
of books, many new, were neatly arranged by grade level. The entire li-
brary was computerized, and every borrower inputted and given a photo 
ID. In the first forty days, 403 people registered, most from the Hebron 
area. The director, Mohammed Eid Misk, told me that the library received 
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three hundred to four hundred visitors daily, including an average of two 
or three delegations of children. The place was orderly and appeared to be 
extremely efficient. People respected the rules and behaved accordingly.

Although the library was open to the public, it targeted children aged 
six to eighteen. During my visit, the library was filled with boys and girls 
reading together at tables and sitting on floors between the stacks. The 
library was very much meant to serve the public in myriad ways, for 
example, as a venue for meetings of local library directors (secular and 
Islamic); as a venue for discussion forums for local school principals; and 
as a destination for children in (non-Islamic) summer camps.

The facility offered services unique in the Hebron area, with an em-
phasis on reading, computer literacy, and English language training. In 
addition to the main library, I saw a sixty-person-capacity meeting/study 
hall; a film theater; administrative offices; meeting and conference rooms; 
and a large room for computer training classes. The computer center was 
an integral part of the library. It held sixteen computers (with plans for 
thirty to forty), each with two seats. Four times daily, fifty-minute classes 
were held. Demand was high, and plans to expand to evening classes 
were under way. A separate room was provided for English language 
instruction. There were three classes for boys and three for girls, who 
were taught separately (with the girls attending in the evening every other 
day!). I sat in on one beginner-level class for high school students that 
used cassettes and videos from a series called “Hello America.”

The library employed four people who were hired through the ICS 
and four male and female volunteers. The women dressed conservatively. 
A few of the walls held framed sayings from the Quran that related to 
learning and education, including one with Allah’s ninety-nine names 
and another that said “Allah, teaches the Quran, created man and taught 
him knowledge.” Eid Misk, who had taught high school geography for 
twenty-four years (eighteen of them in a secular school for girls) and with 
the ICS for ten years, was well known locally for his teaching skills. The 
enthusiasm expressed (to me) by the children and adults and the pride 
they derived from this facility were undeniable.

In general, the emphasis on standards and professionalism not only el-
evated the ISI; it elevated clients and their sense of dignity and self-worth, 
which was arguably more critical, given the context, than inculcation of 
any beliefs or identity. Hakan Yavuz, in his research on Turkey, refers to 
this process as the creation of new “opportunity spaces,” within which 
“social movements can form shared identities, resist state hegemony, or 
change the meaning of everyday life.”40 But unlike other contexts includ-
ing Turkey, the Islamists in Palestine did not have organized or explicit 
strategies for expanding these opportunity spaces to meaningfully re-
structure daily life or to produce real social or political change. Rather, 
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their approach constituted no less than a search for meaning in a society 
characterized by a culture of humiliation, degradation, alienation, de-
tachment, and exclusion. During this time especially, ISIs seized on this 
and were effective, even innovative at times; ultimately, they were limited 
by the severe political and economic constraints of the environment (see 
below).

The emphasis on the value and dignity of the human being and the 
individual’s role in the renewal of Islam often meant closer personal at-
tention for clients. And while this was framed in religious and cultural 
terms, it did not appear to be constrained by those terms. This is why, 
for example, al-Wafa could organize workshops on enhancing the sexual 
performance of patients with spinal cord injuries. Al-Wafa’s work (and 
also al-Rahma’s) certainly speaks to the call for making Islam more rele-
vant to the modern requirements of the Muslim community, an approach 
that allows individual and collective reformulations of Islamic law ac-
cording to social need and social change. This freedom from tradition 
points to a related feature of most ISI work: the important, if not domi-
nant, role of nonideological factors in programmatic initiatives and in 
securing and maintaining a client base. The moderate Islamic discourse, 
as articulated by Shafiq and al-Ghannouchi, argues for the revitaliza-
tion of Islamic institutions through greater openness, engagement, and 
compromise, emphasizing, in good part, creativity and innovation. This 
represents an attempt—and at times a struggle—to balance cultural and 
religious renewal with the need to accommodate the changing realities 
of life, allowing, in al-‘Awwa’s words, civil institutions to become critical 
instruments of social action. This concept can be traced back to the earli-
est Islamic community, which exhibited a capacity for developing and 
sustaining institutions to defend individual and collective rights against 
oppressive state mechanisms both domestic and foreign. According to El-
Affendi, “[T]he strength of Muslim solidarity has manifested itself chiefly 
in opposing oppression, not in oppressing individuals.”41

Although one could find individual exceptions, the majority of ISI cli-
ents I spoke with across institutions and programs indicated a range of 
reasons for choosing Islamic institutions, none of which were ideological: 
quality, better and more personal customer service, honesty, higher moral 
standards, courtesy, proximity, lower fees, personal connection with the 
staff (intimacy), referral, and accessibility. (Some people indicated that 
the ISI was not necessarily their first choice.) In his study of “Hamas” 
sports clubs, Michael Jensen writes:

When asking the players why they had chosen to play in an Islamic 
sports club I got a variety of answers. To generalize there were three 
categories of answers. One group of players told me that they were 
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in the Islamic club because this club was able to fulfill their ambi-
tions on the ground as the club offered them time to play during the 
matches, which was not the case in their former clubs. Other players 
explained their presence from a purely religious point of view, while 
the last group was playing there due to the proximity to their homes. 
From the interviews conducted it was evident that non-ideological 
conditions [were] of significant importance, and for a number of 
the interviewed it is fair to speak of a kind of consumption of clubs. 
They shift between clubs in order to fulfill their personal ambitions 
on the ground. Also of interest to point out is that not only are a 
number of new players coming to the club for this reason, but a sig-
nificant number of players also left the club due to exactly the same 
reasons.42

Some ISI clients clearly sought services that conformed with certain 
Islamic practices, such as segregation of the sexes in medical facilities, 
properly veiled female staff, and availability of female nurses and doctors 
for women patients (as in al-Wafa or al-Ahli hospital). However, such 
expectations often and, I would argue, typically reflected conformity with 
cultural/social norms rather than any desire for an alternative religious 
model. In this regard, ISIs practiced Islam in different and somewhat in-
consistent ways. Some, such as the House of the Book and the Sunna, 
were no doubt strict and literal in their interpretation and implementa-
tion of Islamic rules and regulations, demanding conformity from clients 
rather than vice versa; others, such as al-Ahli Hospital in Hebron, were 
clearly less so. Prayer and proper dress, while common practices even in 
some secular institutions (secular does not necessarily mean irreligious), 
were generally not rigidly imposed on clients, because to do so would 
have been potentially alienating.

Furthermore, ISIs were not uniquely “Islamic” in terms of their orga-
nizational structure or functions, which resembled those of any other 
social institutions. More often than not, there was little that distinguished 
ISIs as appreciably or singularly “Islamic.” In fact, both clients and staff 
often identified an ISI as being “Islamic” more for its mission of charity 
and emphasis on serving the poor, stronger sense of internal solidarity 
and teamwork, high degree of volunteerism, and kinder, more personal 
manner of dealing with beneficiaries than for anything else. This “invis-
ible process of building social capital”43 was in part what Islamic (and 
Islamist) officials referred to when they spoke about their “different way” 
of approaching their work.

By blending religion, culture, and service with everyday life, the Islamist 
social sector was creating a public institutional structure that cut across 
cleavages of class, gender, religiosity, and setting (urban/rural), allowing 
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people, largely the poor and marginal, to engage each other cooperatively 
and constructively (without concern to political affiliation), creating a 
sense of solidarity and strengthened sense of community. In this way, ISIs 
could exercise legitimate social authority that was important for the bet-
terment of the community.

Overall, ISIs did not strongly promote a political or ideological agenda 
but one that was more cultural, situated within the context of shared 
norms and values. They engaged in what various Islamist intellectuals 
referred to as the moral reeducation of the individual and the articulation 
of a moral-ethical civilizing project. To a large extent—and in a critical 
departure from the Islamic political sector—social Islam was not pre-
sented (or perceived) in the language of opposition but in the language 
of morality, civic activity, and indigenous modernization—civility. Thus, 
ISI clients typically were not seeking or motivated by factional affiliation 
or political ideology but rather the better provision of quality services. It 
also should not be forgotten that ISIs had to compete with other provid-
ers such as the PNA, UNRWA, and secular NGOs, and sometimes they 
emerged wanting. Some clients were satisfied with ISI services while oth-
ers clearly were not. The ISI universe was not perfect by any means and 
was subject to varying degrees of client criticism, but it did assign a clear 
value to the role of the individual, the importance of the community, and 
the value of creativity and experimentation.

Although ISIs engaged the community in the ways described above, 
they also placed limitations on the forms of engagement. For example, I 
could find no evidence that clients were actively recruited or even encour-
aged to join the governing bodies of ISIs or otherwise involve themselves 
in ISI operations (whether clients would have agreed to this is a separate 
issue). This is further evidence of a point already made: that ISIs were 
not attempting to reorganize society (or the polity) according to an Is-
lamic model that would challenge or confront the governing authority 
politically or violently, creating a separate, antagonistic, and counterstat-
ist Islamic social realm. Rather, ISIs actively cooperated with the PNA, 
seeking to complement “state” services and in some instances help im-
prove them. They were clearly situated within and accommodated to the 
social and political status quo, where nonviolence and gradualism were 
prominent values.

Hence, ISIs—and Hamas—could gain greater legitimacy within, and 
themselves affirm the legitimacy of, the social (and political) system.44 In 
this sense, there was little evidence within the Islamist social sector for 
what Yavuz compellingly describes as a separation of “state” and society 
whereby the latter sought autonomy from the former, or an “oppositional 
Muslimness” that called for the embrace of Islam to challenge policies of 
the center.45 (Another reason Yavuz’s model does not work in Palestine is 
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because the traditional militant Kemalist secularism of the Turkish state 
and elites is not a factor.) Indeed, such a center arguably did not even 
exist in the Palestinian community. Consequently, I could find equally 
little evidence of a direct, organized, and systemic linkage between social/
charitable work and the promulgation of violence. The notion that ISIs 
were used as a channeling process to socialize and recruit the perpetra-
tors of violent acts against Israel was not plausible despite a relationship 
between Hamas and the ISI sector.

Failures

To what extent, therefore, did ISIs facilitate—directly or indirectly—the 
potential expansion of an Islamist worldview or mobilizing network, as 
they did in Egypt or Yemen?

Informal networks, on which Islamist movements often depend, typi-
cally arise in a context of political repression, exclusion, and margin-
alization that forces citizens to organize informally, forming networks 
that become crucial to advancing their interests and to the formation 
of a collective identity. These networks, in turn, generate larger group 
solidarities, political and otherwise. There is no doubt that, in the Pales-
tinian context, people rely on networks because they have no rights or 
protection of any kind, a reality that is often ignored and misunderstood. 
Writing about Egypt, Singerman observes:

Western analyses of Islamist movements often dismiss the key role 
played by political exclusion in the region, which obscures not only 
the role of networks in movements themselves but also the weight 
and legitimacy they carry within society at large. . . . As political 
activists in Islamist movements grow bolder and more organized, 
informal networks are essential for activities such as mobilizing sup-
porters, raising funds, promoting symbolic protest, smuggling arms, 
hiding and feeding people, eluding the police, dispersing propaganda 
and organizing mass protests.46

Informal networks create networks of meaning—political, social, and 
otherwise—that given communities embrace as their own, binding people 
together in new, unregulated, and seemingly invisible ways.47 This net-
worked universe of associational life remains outside the surveillance of 
the state, assuming a political meaning and utility that in effect creates a 
parallel site of political life that connects different individuals, families, 
and communities to centers of power and contestation.

By aggregating the interests and demands of individuals and groups 
in this way, “many, though not all, of the constituents of a network 
know and trust each other, and these networks can be easily exploited 
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for purposes of resisting the state and its institutions.” This networked 
world in turn explains “the emergence and organizational power of [Is-
lamist] movements and also the capabilities of such extreme elements 
as al-Qaeda in executing complicated, costly, and ultimately horrific at-
tacks.”48 Furthermore, the activities that take place in this informal realm 
are technically illegal, since they take place outside an official sphere of 
licensing and regulation: “Networks [also] facilitate access to knowledge 
and resources, whether in the sense of finding the right people who can 
present one’s case to the police or housing authorities, directing poor 
women and men to someone who will initiate an informal savings as-
sociation on their behalf, or finding a cleric to advise young people on 
morality, marriage or religious observance.”49

Although such informal networks of associational life existed in Pales-
tine, as they did elsewhere in the region, they remained relatively opaque 
and inaccessible to me despite many anecdotal illustrations. For example, 
there were groups of committed people—some of them former employ-
ees of ISIs shut down by the PNA—who took it upon themselves to help 
identify those in need by collecting donations on their behalf; working 
through local zakat committees and mosques, they would distribute as-
sistance to the poor. The Islamic committees in Gaza’s refugee camps had 
affiliated women’s groups—the majority volunteers—who worked with 
refugee women on a range of health and education-related issues. New 
volunteers typically learned about these groups and their work in the 
mosque and from other participants. Some societies such as the Bethle-
hem Charitable Society had as their director a professor of Islamic Law 
at al-Quds University, and no doubt this connection spawned others. The 
business contacts of the members and supporters of the BCS as well as 
other charitable institutions were no doubt important for building net-
works able to provide a range of services both formally and informally.

In the economic sector, networks appeared to be important for fac-
tory owners, particularly with regard to finding trustworthy employees, 
who often came through personal referrals or were friends of the family; 
employees typically came from the local neighborhood in which the fac-
tory was situated. As discussed, networks also appeared to be essential 
for giving Islamic businesses a certain competitive edge vis-à-vis their 
secular counterparts. There seemed to be some internal coordination (or 
informal agreement), albeit imperfect, among certain businessmen over 
market share for specific products in order to minimize competition and 
maintain, if not increase, profit margins. There also appeared to be an 
internal mechanism for shipping and distribution and for cost sharing or 
subsidization that also enhanced competitiveness.

It became increasingly clear that networks helped businesspeople 
maintain their position, minimize risk, and soften the impact of losses 
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when they did occur. As argued in chapter 5, these individuals were not 
attempting to build an Islamic economy or alter the environment accord-
ing to an Islamic economic model but trying to find a way of enhancing 
their leverage and competitiveness by using the networks available to 
them as part of the Islamic movement. The principal imperative was eco-
nomic, not ideological.

In attempting to assess the political utility of these networks in Pales-
tine and the potential for their mobilization around an Islamist political 
agenda, the crucial question is not whether these networks existed but 
how instrumental they could possibly be in an environment as small, 
controlled, constrained, and heavily monitored as Palestine’s (particularly 
Gaza’s), subject to a range of economic, social, political, military, and bu-
reaucratic restrictions imposed both by Israel and the PNA. The “state” 
resources used against Hamas were considerable, especially during the 
Oslo period, and were successful in diminishing it. Many ISIs described 
the heavily monitored environment in which they worked, and most 
shunned any discussion of politics (although there could be many rea-
sons for this). And while political, military, and bureaucratic repression 
against citizens (and civil society), let alone Islamists, can be found in sev-
eral regional contexts, Palestinians alone must contend with the absence 
of sovereignty, the denial of national identity, and continued occupation.

Given their strong and intimate ties to the local community and the per-
sonal manner in which services were delivered, the potential for Islamists 
to use already existing social networks created around ISIs for purposes 
of political mobilization appeared to be considerable. Matthew Levitt 
argues—and officialdom in the United States believes—that through the 
provision of real benefits to Palestinians, ISIs have successfully recruited 
Palestinians to the Islamist cause, effectively buying support for Hamas 
and its more militant agenda. Of course, for this to happen new priorities 
for, and ideological dedication to, activism would have had to be created 
that framed activism as an obligation—moral or otherwise—“demanding 
self-sacrifice and unflinching commitment to the cause of religious trans-
formation.”50 This would have required that the individual (or family) re-
place narrow self-interest and priorities with those of the Islamist move-
ment generally and Hamas specifically, something that, I argue, did not 
occur to any appreciable degree in the Palestinian context. (It should also 
be noted that despite the fact that the West Bank and Gaza receive among 
the highest rates of foreign aid per capita in the world, “which dwarfs the 
funds at Hamas’s disposal,” support for Hamas has clearly increased over 
time, suggesting “that allegiance and support for the Islamic movement 
transcends gratitude for charitable and social services.”)51 In fact, Hamas 
was, for the most part, unable to translate social service into political 
mobilization, and there were several reasons for their failure.
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First, if there is anything that is particular to Islamic movements world-
wide, it is the political context in which they function. In the case of Pal-
estine, the distinguishing factor of Palestinian life is Israel’s policy of oc-
cupation and dispossession and attack on Palestinian national collective 
life, which has always been the primary grievance among the Palestinian 
people. The occupation, which is one expression of Israel’s policy, has 
imposed the same constraints and restrictions on Islamic movements and 
institutions as it has on secular ones. People may reciprocate the benefits 
they receive from a political movement by supporting that movement—
Islamist and/or non-Islamist—but this support is always mediated by the 
absence of sovereignty, statehood, rights, and freedom. As many Palestin-
ians argued to me, identity creation along Islamic lines may provide a 
source of succor for some, but in the absence of a national identity and 
the rights and privileges associated with it, such an Islamic identity offers 
little compensation.

Alberto Melucci argues that collective action is rooted in identity 
construction.52 Yet, among Palestinians as a whole, identity was funda-
mentally defined and consolidated by the concept of exclusion (political, 
economic, and social), not ideology—Islamist or otherwise. Hamas (and 
later Fatah) failed to understand this or assign it sufficient value. (Further-
more, under PNA rule and the divisiveness it produced, the meaning of 
exclusion became more confused and uncertain.) This is one reason why 
Hamas ultimately failed to produce, as Melucci says, “a shared moral 
investment in a set of issues”53 and new, distinctive ties of solidarity based 
on religious or cultural practice (e.g., proper Islamic dress for women—
especially veiling, segregation of the sexes in Islamic clinics, attending a 
school attached to a mosque, attending Quranic study classes, making 
the pilgrimage to Mecca) that proceed from that.

Rather, the Islamists failed the collective “we”54 and were unable to 
mobilize people (politically or religiously) on a large scale based on an 
activist (let alone violent) interpretation of Islam. To the contrary, Hamas 
had to broaden its definition of Islam and “Muslimness” in order to 
claim and maintain as large a number of adherents as possible without 
alienating them at a time when Hamas’s political survival was more in 
doubt. Indeed, during the Oslo period, the political leadership of Hamas 
conformed (in a manner) to Palestinians rather than demand that Pal-
estinians conform, ideologically, to them (in stark contrast to the situa-
tion that exists today). By this I mean that Islam or what it meant to be 
a “sound Muslim” was broadened to incorporate a variety of cultural 
and political modes including support for Hamas. Rather than ideolo-
gize Islam, Hamas did the opposite—de-ideologized Islam in the name of 
political survival—shifting its attention to social sector work as its pri-
mary focus and widening the scope of what it meant to support Hamas. 
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As one senior Hamas official explained in 1999, “Everyone who is reli-
gious is Hamas and anyone who teaches Islamic values furthers Hamas’s 
goals.” Similarly, Abu Shanab explained, “those who support [the] idea 
[of Hamas] are Hamas supporters. . . . Hamas is a way of life and a belief. 
[Hamas members are] [p]eople who believe in Islam as a faith, a constitu-
tion and a way of life . . . without membership in the [organization].”55

Thus, not only was Hamas unable to impose its political agenda on 
the majority of Palestinians; it was prevented from doing so by the oc-
cupation. The Islamist leadership offered an idiosyncratic view of Is-
lamism that understood the central importance of secularism (not reli-
gious nationalism) in the lives of most Palestinians and pursued what 
Amr Hamzawy describes as the secularization of religious discourse. This 
is one reason why the work of the Islamist social sector was not au-
tomatically associated with an ideological, Islamist agenda, a fact that 
challenges the notion of an Islamist project at the social level. This also is 
why I found no real Islamic model being followed in any of the ISIs I en-
countered, let alone one that would generate some sort of vertical politi-
cal loyalty despite the vertical ties that did exist. In this way, Palestinians 
were able, in effect, to keep political Islam at bay, challenging the facile 
notion that their political support could easily be purchased through the 
mere provision of services.

Second, it should also be noted that Hamas was never a part of a “pe-
riphery” where Yavuz’s oppositional Muslimness was being articulated. 
Rather, Hamas was always part—and perceived itself as such—of the 
larger political and social order, never truly detaching itself from the 
“mainstream” despite its oppositional stance to the Oslo process. This 
partly explains why Hamas sought political and social accommodation 
during the Oslo period and has been open to negotiation and compro-
mise with Israel since. It also helps explain why, in part, Hamas did not 
(or could not) mobilize people along a commonly constructed identity of 
exclusion (and why, perhaps, an alternative Islamic society never really 
coalesced and emerged in Palestine as it has in other contexts). Further-
more, neither Hamas nor the ISIs generally ever truly claimed to repre-
sent the Palestinian Muslim (although this has now changed) as much 
as they tried to crystallize a sense of Muslim identity and community 
consciousness.

Like other factions, Hamas could not substantively address the damag-
ing effects of the occupation, let alone defy or end it. Unlike the situation 
in Egypt, where Muslim mobilizations resulted in the creation of a paral-
lel Islamic sector where ISIs were more effective as political mobilizers 
(although this was not their primary role), in Palestine such mobilizations 
failed to occur in the same way because they had so little to offer. Put 
differently, Palestinians have always been united around their opposi-
tion to Israeli occupation, not around their practice or embrace of Islam. 
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Popular support has emanated, fundamentally, from the ability to chal-
lenge if not end the occupation, not from creating alternatives within it, 
which is what Hamas and Fatah have effectively tried to do, each in its 
own way. Because of this, the Islamists were unable for the most part to 
create a new Islamic identity—or position themselves as an “authentic” 
alternative—that would produce new meaning for people, encouraging 
them to replace their “old” identities and forge new solidarities.

Similarly, Hamas failed, politically and socially, to generate any real 
or sustained optimism about the present or the future and offered no 
profound change in popular consciousness. Although Hamas came to 
embody the spirit of Palestinian resistance (as Fatah and the PLO aban-
doned it), it was unable to translate the work of the social sector into 
broad-based political opposition. This is because the Islamists were never 
able to initiate a transformative social alternative—that is, a new kind of 
society or new forms of civic engagement inspired by Islamic ideals or 
by a new interpretation of Islam. In the final analysis, and despite certain 
important achievements at the social and political level, the Islamists (like 
their primary rival, Fatah) were limited in what they could offer Palestin-
ians that could dramatically alter their adverse reality.

Third, not only was Hamas incapable of ending the occupation (and 
stopping Israel’s attack against the Palestinian collective); Hamas did a 
great deal to strengthen it by incurring the wrath of the Israeli govern-
ment. This is another reason why the Islamists could not mobilize popu-
lar support for political Islam or create a constituency based on Hamas’s 
political ideology: The Islamist response to the problems facing the Pales-
tinian community during Oslo was fundamentally no different from that 
of other key actors. Islam as religion, culture, or politics did not provide 
most Palestinians with a radically different paradigm (or, arguably, one 
at all) from which to view the political system, let alone articulate ways 
of challenging it. As Gunning points out: “though Islam informs aspects 
of Hamas’ political, and in particular its social programme, it is only one 
influence and source of authority among others; and the way Islam is in-
terpreted is influenced by the wider socio-economic and political context 
within which Hamas operates.”56 Prayer was not necessarily a political 
act, nor was participating in an Islamist social institution.

Hence, the work of the ISIs allowed Hamas to maintain an institu-
tional structure that established a linkage of varying kinds to the grass 
roots and a potential source of direct (and, in my view, largely indirect) 
support for Hamas, but this is very different from mobilizing people into 
collective action in support of an activist Islamist agenda or using ISIs to 
underpin political or military activities.57

A fourth factor contributing to Hamas’s inability to translate social 
activism into political mobilization derived from the absence of a larger, 
unifying framework of socioeconomic change. Several Hamas and ISI 
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officials including Dr. Duweiq and Sheikh Yassin himself openly admitted 
that the Islamists and the Islamic movement as a whole had no overarch-
ing organizing social vision or program that served as a framework for 
institutional development or program planning (a problem afflicting the 
secular nationalists as well). The lack of a mobilizing vision within the 
Islamic sector linking social programs to a social plan—itself reflecting 
the absence of a centralized directive authority—revealed the absence 
of long-range thinking or planning at a macro level, difficult under an 
increasingly repressive and dislocating occupation. Rather, as argued 
above, ISI programs and day-to-day activities were typically the result of 
individual and institutional assessments of needs (as they were in secular 
institutions) that cannot be “conflated with other events such as protests, 
involving Islamists and the poor.”58

According to Yahya Musa, “Individual institutions define their priori-
ties according to what they think is important, according to the history 
of the institution and its founding fathers.”59 More commonly, the board 
of directors of a given ISI would set the policy framework, and the staff 
would shape specific programs to reflect it. Boards varied from institu-
tion to institution and could include some combination of the following: 
members or supporters of Hamas (or Islamic Jihad), professionals in the 
ISI’s area of specialization or other professionals, local figures both reli-
gious and secular (although the latter were uncommon), respected com-
munity members, and other local people. As Janine Clark argues, “[w]e 
must break down . . . various events and institutions—protests, crises, 
ISIs, and so forth—and examine their different agendas, locations and 
participants.”60

Layered on this reality was another factor limiting the articulation of a 
unifying social framework within the Islamic sector: the lack of a larger 
social and ideological vision within society as a whole, itself a function 
of the conditions of occupation, particularly de-institutionalization and 
the increasing fragmentation and atomization of society. Consequently, 
within Gaza, let alone between Gaza and the West Bank, one could find a 
range of philosophical approaches to ISI work (from small organizations 
to very large ones) that resulted in a constellation of discrete programs 
with little or no connection to one another. Indeed, the internal shift in 
emphasis toward the social sector was not accompanied by the develop-
ment of a new organizing model of social change (as Hroub argued), 
despite an emerging reorientation in social strategy that was character-
ized by the expansion of programmatic initiatives and examples of more 
creative engagement with the community. In the end few if any new insti-
tutional forms were created.

Thus, despite many excellent and expanded services and the more in-
novative programs of some ISIs, recipients were, in the end, given no 
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real or greater stake in a process of genuine social change. Nor did re-
cipients have anything additional or exceptional to lose or to fight for, 
which also constrained their incentive to mobilize politically around an 
activist Islamist agenda. This contrasts dramatically with Clark’s study of 
Islamist women in Yemen, who, through their da‘wa activities, actively 
sought to break down and rebuild society in accordance with their reli-
gious vision, pursuing a worldview that had dramatic social change as its 
principal goal.61

Fifth, Islam as a religious and political force never acquired mobilizing 
power among Palestinians because competing loyalties such as kinship 
and tribe were often too strong. People were united more by their condi-
tion (as an occupied and dispossessed nation) than by attempts to Islamize 
it. Not surprisingly, there were no effective mechanisms for translating 
grievance into collective action. One could argue that this did occur with 
Hamas’s tangible political gains in the 2004 to 2005 municipal elections 
and in the 2006 legislative elections, but again, these victories were not 
based on a religious or ideological platform that viewed constituents as 
objects of mobilization but on a secular, community-oriented agenda of 
social and political change that constituents were demanding (see chapter 
7). In effect, the vote for Hamas was actually a protest vote against Fatah 
for its failure to deliver on this agenda during its rule.

Hence, if an alternative domain was being created by Hamas, it was 
not political in the formal sense but communal in the social sense. And 
if mobilization was taking place, it was not occurring on the basis of po-
litical or ideological allegiance or a top-down manipulation of religious 
belief but rather on the foundation of local solidarities, using modes of 
education to create, in effect, “secular communities” rather than “sacred 
[or political] congregations.”62 In fact, ISIs in Palestine were best under-
stood as community rather than as Islamic actors—as institutions whose 
ties to the community appeared far stronger than their ties to each other 
or to a larger Islamic or Islamist network. Perhaps then it might be more 
accurate to call the Islamic social sector in Palestine during this time a 
more populist social movement based on grassroots ties rather than the 
social ideological arm of the Islamist political movement.

Because Hamas was unable to mitigate, let alone stop, the ever-
worsening Israeli occupation, it (like other groups in Palestine) was 
never really able to persuade people to prioritize the public good, how-
ever defined, over private self-interest. Under the PNA, of course, the 
“public good” was deprived of much of its meaning, particularly in light 
of an increasingly corrupt and mismanaged governing authority and de-
clining economic conditions. Within this context, the ISIs’ community-
based efforts were all the more impressive, particularly during the early 
years of the second Palestinian uprising when they continued to play an 
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important local role (chapter 7). Yet, despite these efforts, Hamas could 
not effectively use the politics of identity as a framework for catalyz-
ing social (or, for that matter, large-scale political) change. For this rea-
son, the Islamic movement never really captured the hearts and minds 
of most Palestinians socially or politically during the Oslo period despite 
Hamas’s role as the primary opposition force and an important provider 
of social services, a pattern that began to change after the second Inti-
fada in 2000.

Summarizing Key Findings

The Islamic movement, which Hamas dominates, has a long history of 
deep and sustained institutional involvement with Palestinian society, a 
history that predates Hamas by more than four decades. As such Islamic 
institutions and their ties to the Palestinian community must primarily 
be understood as a cultural phenomenon that found expression before 
Israeli occupation.

Hamas’s institutional role and its close ties to the grass roots enabled 
the movement to undergo a process of internal transformation. This 
popular connection was found not only in the more traditional venues 
such as mosques and other religious settings but also in the educational 
sector, the health sector, social welfare and charitable services, sports, 
cultural activities, and in certain economic activities. Often what defined 
“Hamas” institutions as Islamic was not necessarily the overt practice of 
Islam or adherence to Islamic rules but the areas in which they worked 
and the quality of care and practice they brought to those endeavors. 
Islamist institutions came to be defined by their willingness to reach out 
to all sectors of the population, rejecting the clientelism that often char-
acterized their secular counterparts and that Palestinians came to reject.

Contrary to the image we have in the West of narrow, indoctrinat-
ing organizations, although some certainly did exist, I found quite the 
opposite: institutions characterized by flexibility and openness and far 
greater tolerance than assumed. In fact, it was increasingly the constella-
tion of Islamic NGOs, both Hamas-affiliated and not, that arguably were 
laying the foundation for civil society in Palestine more forcefully than 
their secular counterparts, which had become far more globalized and 
outward-oriented.

Thus, the dominant conceptualization of Islamic social activism in Pal-
estine as a channel for political violence and Islamic terrorism is highly 
oversimplified, stereotypical, and at odds with the actual facts on the 
ground. In reality, this sector has been quite varied, encompassing a range 
of institutions and individuals who speak with diverse voices—not just 
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one—and not always to each other. These institutions have been tradi-
tional and modern, conservative and innovative, closed to change and 
open to it, risk averse and risk embracing, efficient and inefficient, coop-
erative and territorial. Some have emphasized professionalism; others, 
religion. While they all have ascribed to the goal of creating a “more 
Islamic” way of life, their understanding of what that actually meant, and 
what the appropriate role of religion and politics in institutional work 
should be, has varied widely.

During the Oslo period, Hamas directed its attention to articulating 
a social agenda that emphasized collective interests, defining the social 
contract, as it were, in more developmental terms. Key characteristics 
included

no real evidence of formal institutional links between Islamic so-
cial institutions and their political counterparts;
no ideological preference for religion or politics over other ide-
ologies particularly in programmatic work;
an approach to institutional work that was not dogmatic or rig-
idly ideological in favor of one that advocated incrementalism, 
moderation, order, and stability;
a philosophical and practical desire to do productive (versus de-
structive) professional work that shunned radical change;
a philosophy that emphasized community development and civic 
restoration over political violence;
no evidence of any formal attempt to impose an Islamic model of 
social, economic, legal, or religious behavior or create an alterna-
tive Islamic or Islamist conception of society;
no evidence of a political battle against the ruling authority at the 
grassroots level;
a desire to work legally in cooperation with, and not in opposi-
tion to, “state” authority;
a desire to complement official services rather than challenge or 
otherwise attack them (and perhaps, in so doing, legitimize the 
social system and their role within it); that is, no attempt to cre-
ate a countersociety along Islamic lines;
a certain, albeit limited, acceptance of social and political 
pluralism.

Hamas’s developmental agenda, which effectively aimed to redefine the 
contractual agreement with the Palestinian public, went beyond tradi-
tional boundaries to pursue programs and policies that (from an Islamist 
perspective) encouraged innovation and empowerment and growing co-
operation with non-Islamic actors, although more traditional activities 
remained dominant. While religion certainly set the larger conceptual 
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boundaries, it was not viewed as a form of restriction but as a form of 
expansion and liberation (and a source of emotional support for Hamas).

As such, Islam, increasingly, was not defined or interpreted literally or 
dogmatically but as a framework for pursuing a range of largely prag-
matic, secular initiatives. In this sense, it could be argued that Hamas was 
pursuing a form of secularism from within. It was not religious or ideo-
logical purity or consistency that the Islamist social sector was pursuing 
overall but the implementation of good works where reason and inter-
pretation played a critical role; civic imperatives clearly superseded po-
litical and ideological ones, and socioeconomic change was the criterion 
by which the Islamists were increasingly judged. Hence, community bet-
terment and communal empowerment were the new forms of resistance; 
the goal was to strengthen Palestinian society, not liberate all of Palestine. 
More importantly, perhaps, this form of resistance shunned violence and 
called instead for decentralization and delegation of authority, along with 
greater consultation and participation in the process of decision making 
among the actors involved, including, at times, beneficiaries.

Islamic authenticity as it were was derived not only, or even primar-
ily, from prayer or appropriate dress—although these remained impor-
tant—but from the ability to repair from within, to heal and create rather 
than wound and destroy. Consequently, Islamist officials—those working 
within Islamic social institutions and those in the political sector—did 
not derive their symbolic, political, or personal capital from the degree 
of their religiosity or ability to inflict pain, but rather from their ability 
to address social needs and effect real civic change. Key measures of civic 
change (which were attained with varying degrees of success) were the 
ability to foster and strengthen linkages and connections between institu-
tions and recipient communities; between institutions (both Islamic and 
other) themselves; and between recipient communities, dynamics that 
strengthened during the first two years of the second Intifada. This, too, 
accounts, at least in part, for a public discourse that became increasingly 
professionalized rather than Islamized (in contrast to what increasingly 
prevails today).

Hence, the Oslo period was crucial, not only—or even primarily—be-
cause it was then that the military wing of Hamas became almost sin-
gularly associated with horrific acts of political violence in the form of 
suicide bombings that killed hundreds of Israeli civilians, but also for 
reasons that are far less known yet at least as important: It was during 
the Oslo period that social and political wings of Hamas demonstrated, 
and to certain degrees implemented, a capacity for reexamination and 
accommodation, as well as reform and transformation.

There are some important lessons to highlight: Although Hamas played 
an important social role during the Oslo period in particular and, to 
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varying degrees, has continued to do so since, it never really captured the 
hearts and minds of Palestinians on a political-ideological level despite 
its 2006 electoral victory. That is, if Hamas could have persuaded people 
to support its political and ideological agenda, the later Oslo period—
characterized by the continued political failure of the secular nationalists, 
socioeconomic decline, and the Islamists’ increasingly prominent social 
role—would have been the opportune time to do so (which is another 
reason for the importance of the Oslo period as a focal point of analysis).

Furthermore, despite its contributions to grassroots change, Hamas suf-
fered from clear limitations—both internal and external—that ultimately 
precluded meaningful socioeconomic reform and, with it, the transfor-
mation of popular support into large-scale political activism let alone 
violent activism. This is because the majority of Palestinians have never 
supported an Islamic political agenda to develop an Islamic state and 
society. Also, Hamas institutions, despite their strengths, did not appear 
to form the kind of networks that could become structural mechanisms 
for the development of a new activist Islamic subculture, as they have in 
some other Muslim countries, such as Egypt. To the contrary, internal 
rivalries and lack of coordination kept them, in part, from doing so.

Hence, although Hamas’s social support structure played a key role in 
building up popular support for the organization, this was not the same 
as mobilizing people into an activist constituency based on the politi-
cal ideology of Hamas. In this, Hamas largely failed. Participating in an 
Islamic social institution was not automatically equated with political 
support, a fact some Hamas officials well understood.

 At its core, Hamas’s failure to translate popular grievances into collec-
tive action or tangible political gains for an Islamist agenda was due to 
the Israeli occupation and Hamas’s inability to overcome the hardships 
imposed. This acted as a severe constraint on the movement and its abil-
ity to mobilize and recruit large segments of its social base. In the final 
analysis, Hamas had too little to offer Palestinians politically, and com-
peting loyalties were simply too strong.
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Chapter 7

A CHANGING ISLAMIST ORDER? FROM CIVIC

EMPOWERMENT TO CIVIC REGRESSION—THE

SECOND INTIFADA AND BEYOND

The situation here is getting worse by the day. It looks 
like there is no normality or normal people anymore. 

Everything is collapsing: the economy, the health 
services, institutions and families, and, of course, 

individuals. Gaza is deprived and people are poor and 
apprehensive. They have no hope and feel deeply 

humiliated. I wanted to cry when I see them killed and 
when they celebrate the death of Israelis. Hamas is 
thriving on despair and is itself gripped by [its] own 

extremists. While Abbas is viewed as a collaborator with 
Israel, Hamas is not enthusiastically adopted by the 

suffering people but is seen as a victim, like all of us. In 
the long run there is an Armageddon waiting for all.

—Dr. Eyad al-Sarraj, Gaza, February 2008

Since the start of the second Palestinian Intifada, both Hamas and the 
larger Palestinian context, which the second uprising had increasingly 
come to define, have undergone marked changes. The second Intifada, 
which began in September 2000 in response to seven years of a “peace” 
process that not only deepened Palestinian dispossession and depriva-
tion but strengthened Israel’s occupation, reversed the dramatic changes 
within the Islamic movement. The militarization of the uprising by Fatah 
effectively marginalized the role of civil society—including both secular 
and Islamic institutions—in the struggle to end Israeli occupation. This 
contributed to the reascendance of the political/military sector as the de-
fining and authoritative component within the secular and Islamic move-
ments, relegating the achievements (and possibilities) of the social sector 
to a lesser position.

Israel’s increasingly brutal and continued assault against Palestinian 
society and economy and the deliberate destruction of its civic institu-
tions especially between 2000 and 2002 (and reoccupation of most West 
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Bank cities in June 2002) only strengthened the embrace of the military 
option by Palestinians including the Islamists. Despite cease-fires between 
Hamas and Israel in 2003 and from 2005 to 2006, the withdrawal of Is-
raeli settlements from the Gaza Strip in August 2005, and several rounds 
of municipal elections between December 2004 and December 2005 that 
brought Hamas peacefully and democratically to local power in Gaza and 
the West Bank, this period was also marked by growing intrafactional 
and interfactional fighting that ultimately resulted in Hamas’s January 
2006 electoral victory and subsequent June 2007 takeover of the Gaza 
Strip. The latter precipitated the demise of the Palestinian unity govern-
ment established in early 2007 and the division of the PNA into two 
parts, effectively pitting the West Bank Authority under Fatah against 
the Gaza-based Authority under Hamas. The political disorder that in-
evitably resulted has not abated; to the contrary, the specters of widening 
internecine violence and deepened political division appear larger, them-
selves amplified by large-scale economic devastation and individual ruin, 
especially in Gaza following Israel’s three-week assault that began on 
December 27, 2008.

The dramatic political changes affecting Hamas since 2000 have been 
exhaustively examined elsewhere.1 It is not my aim to restate what others 
have found but to supplement it by addressing some specific dynamics 
that affected Hamas and the Islamic social sector during this period. As 
previously argued, the period prior to the second Intifada, marked by 
growing ideological flexibility and greater openness to new ideas and to 
the role of social institutions as important instruments of social action, 
represented a critically important time in Hamas’s history. Islamist social 
institutions represented structures of moderation and stability and, in-
creasingly, creativity.

Since the second uprising (and notably in the post–January 2006 pe-
riod), a critical change within the Islamist movement, and arguably one 
of its greatest losses, involved a shift in strategy from one that situated 
personal dignity and collective empowerment within a civic framework 
to one that increasingly located those values in militarization, authori-
tarianism, and violence. The social contract that the Islamists had forged 
with the Palestinian public years before began to weaken.

One illustration of this change is seen in policies that increasingly privi-
lege institutions (social and otherwise) and individuals loyal to or sup-
portive of Hamas.2 This sort of favoritism and discrimination was, with-
out question, largely the exception during the Oslo and early (second) 
Intifada periods. Similarly, since its consolidation of control over Gaza 
after June 2007, Hamas has shut down many Fatah NGOs in Gaza, in 
retaliation for attacks against Islamist institutions in the West Bank (see 
below). Hamas also is attempting to forcibly increase its influence among 
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non-Islamic NGOs—both politically aligned (notably with Fatah) and 
nonaligned—by ensuring that its cadres be given representation within 
the general assemblies of these institutions. Although the Islamists have 
largely used the existing NGO law to actualize their demands, some 
NGOs have said they will close if forced to expand in this manner; others 
are prepared to cooperate to survive.3

While these policies are in large part a response to the enormous eco-
nomic and political pressure to which the Hamas government has been 
subject and the insecurity and humiliation this creates,4 they also rep-
resent a choice—one that Hamas once largely resisted—that embraces 
power over vision and particular interests over collective ones. The risk 
(if not already the reality) lies in the changing nature of Islamically legiti-
mized action whereby the Islamists will be judged (and perhaps demand 
to be judged), not by the socioeconomic work they perform or as agents 
of societal change, but by the political ideology they espouse and the de-
gree of power they command. This risk is made greater by the continued 
absence among Palestinians of a viable secular political alternative.

This move from more pragmatic to more absolutist behavior mirrors, 
and is itself a product of, the diminishing political and economic context 
of the Gaza Strip and West Bank not just since the 2006 establishment of 
the Hamas-led government but fundamentally since the beginning of the 
second Palestinian Intifada. One cannot understand Hamas’s changing 
role and policy choices without understanding the larger political and 
socioeconomic context that shaped them.

The Second Intifada: Some Critical Features

With the Intifada—itself a response to Israel’s strengthening occupation 
and the losses imposed by Oslo (particularly the fragmentation and can-
tonization of Palestinian lands in the West Bank; the demographic and 
economic separation of the West Bank and Gaza; and the isolation of 
Gaza)—the Palestinian political environment changed radically. Preexist-
ing political arrangements were ruptured, economic conditions contin-
ued to decline, and key social structures and mediatory institutions were 
weakened. Within this context, the Islamist opposition, notably Hamas, 
reasserted itself.

The Intifada was directed primarily against Israel, but it was also a 
revolt against the Fatah-dominated PNA and its failure to establish vi-
able state institutions or engage in a process of national reconstruction 
and democratic practice. It is critical to understand that the occupation 
did not mitigate during the ill-defined peace process but was strength-
ened (with the assistance of a dependent Palestinian regime and the 
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international donor community). As such, the political reality created by 
Oslo of an independent, viable PNA government and president was illu-
sory. The Oslo reality was not one of a sovereign state or institutions but 
of an increasingly circumscribed, weakened, and dependent administra-
tion under military occupation. The resulting arrangement was one by 
which Israel retained total control over the Palestinian people and their 
resources but relinquished all responsibility for them.

The PNA, by contrast, was given responsibility for day-to-day life (and 
for imposing some of the more repressive aspects of the occupation) but 
with limited agency and authority to manage it workably. This is why, 
in part, Yasir Arafat conceded to and exploited the militarization of the 
Intifada, which fueled the violence and the subsequent decline of Palestin-
ian society and economy. The political and economic vacuum created by 
the peace process—filled during the Oslo years by growing restrictions, 
widening corruption, and growing bureaucratization—was replaced by 
violence, political paralysis, and internal disarray.

Critically, during this period, no actor, including the PNA, espoused a 
political program guiding its actions or a political strategy for moving 
forward. Political groups were mobilized around a decidedly negative 
agenda rather than around a positive agenda of reconstruction and re-
habilitation. Tragically, Palestinian resistance and political praxis were 
defined by armed factions, not civic institutions. The militarization of 
society and the pernicious political divisions it produced contributed to 
violent fracture within Fatah and to varying levels of violence between 
Fatah and Hamas.5

Coupled with Israel’s destruction of much of the PNA’s infrastructure, 
particularly its security forces, and financial strangulation during this pe-
riod, internal political fracture contributed to greater lawlessness, chaos, 
and insecurity. One dangerous phenomenon was the rapid growth of 
contending sources of power including militias (military and security), 
clans, and criminal enterprises. Militias and clans, which sometimes 
overlapped, also resonated strongly in a society where tribal feelings and 
needs for group affiliations were deeply felt at the cultural level and hu-
miliation and alienation were the predominant experience at the political 
level.6

The resulting context was characterized by several dangerous features: 
the growing absence of a governing institution in Palestine able or willing 
to protect or defend its citizens or engage in meaningful public service 
or leadership in any form; the absence of due process or any real system 
of accountability, appeal, or justice; and the lack of economic growth or 
development.7 For many if not most Palestinians, intra-Fatah violence 
was the greatest threat facing society by 2004 because the problem had 
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changed from fighting the occupation to fighting one another. These 
trends could be seen in the strengthening of the young Fatah cadres, who 
sought political power through intensified militia warfare, and in the rise 
and widening influence of the Islamists, particularly in the granting to 
Islamists of veto power in political decision making (then unprecedented 
in the history of the Palestinian national movement) and in their loose 
alliance with the younger Fatah activists.

The deep fracture within the Palestinian political structure was exacer-
bated in April 2003 by the international community when it forced Arafat 
to establish a prime ministerial post. This fueled Fatah’s internal power 
struggles and further weakened Arafat. There were now many groups 
within Fatah8 with weak if any alignments vying for political power, and 
there were the Islamists.

Collectively, factions were not addressing liberation or reform but 
jockeying for raw power in an anarchic milieu. Legitimacy and immunity 
were derived from arms, not institutions or laws. Individual resilience 
was amazing, but there was no corresponding initiative on the leader-
ship level. By 2004 the PNA had lost considerable control over Gaza, 
and Arafat faced perhaps his greatest challenge of the preceding decade. 
Hamas, no doubt satisfied by Fatah’s internecine fighting, largely re-
moved itself from this intra-Fatah violence9 and focused instead on at-
tacking Israel and on rising popular demands for democratic reform and 
public accountability.

Thus an important factor in Hamas’s electoral success at the municipal 
and legislative levels was the fact that the Fatah structure demonstrated 
little if any responsibility toward its constituency, pursuing its own venal 
interests even at the price of growing lawlessness and disorder, which 
represented a reversal from the past. Hence, it was a question not only 
of a weak and corrupt leadership but of one that no longer wanted to 
fight against Israeli occupation, making itself vulnerable to Israeli and 
American pressure. Initiatives were being blocked at all levels, and people 
were terrified.10

Because both the PNA and Palestinian society found themselves 
gripped by such profound paralysis, Israel’s continued attacks against 
them brought Palestinians to a breaking point. This explained not only 
Palestine’s internal chaos but also the growing strength of Hamas, which 
represented a dramatic shift from its weakened political role in the years 
just prior to the second Intifada. In fact, the Intifada brought about the 
first significant change in the domestic balance of power since 1995–
1996, when popular support for Arafat and the Oslo process was high 
(71 percent). Eroding support for the nationalists subsequently translated 
into support for the Islamists.11
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The Changing Role of Hamas: Relations with the PNA 
and with Israel12

During the early years of the uprising, support for Hamas visibly in-
creased.13 The de-radicalization of Hamas during Oslo ended with the 
militarization of the Intifada. Hamas clearly benefited from Palestine’s 
imploding political environment, what the late Israeli scholar Baruch 
Kimmerling termed the politicide of the Palestinians, particularly from 
Fatah’s internecine struggles.14 As Arafat’s power diminished, Hamas 
(and other militant factions) carried out suicide bombing attacks in Is-
raeli cities in opposition to official PNA policy. Rightly or wrongly, the 
PNA was held accountable for these attacks, and Israel would respond 
with devastating results. As the PNA weakened, Hamas’s capacity to 
weaken it further grew to where a significant part of the Hamas leader-
ship believed—despite Israel’s assassination of several of its senior- and 
middle-level military officials during 200315—that Hamas could fill any 
vacuum created by the destruction of the PNA or perhaps displace it al-
together, a belief that became a reality less than three years later.

Politically, Hamas had become a powerful actor, its popular stature 
enhanced not only by its military actions against Israel but also by Israel’s 
relentless assassinations of its leaders.16 This is in part why in August 2002 
the Fatah leadership had already begun negotiations with Hamas over 
its entry into the PLO and into more mainstream Palestinian politics.17

(After Mahmoud Abbas became prime minister in April 2003, wresting 
power from Arafat—and spurred by President Bush’s new Roadmap ini-
tiative—he also entered into talks with Hamas about power sharing.)18

Similarly, in September 2002, before Israel’s siege of Arafat’s compound 
later that month, the United States had had indirect contacts with senior 
Hamas officials and had apparently promised them that in exchange for 
their agreement to become part of a secular, democratic unity govern-
ment in a new Palestinian state (a discussion that Hamas was already 
conducting with Fatah, and which no doubt contributed to the six-week 
lull in suicide bombings in 200219), the United States would pressure Is-
raeli officials to end their policy of targeted assassinations and arrests 
of Hamas officials. The U.S. envoy engaged in the “talks” indicated that 
while he could not guarantee Israeli acceptance, the United States wel-
comed Hamas’s decision to become “a legitimate part of the political 
process.” It was also clear that the United States endorsed Hamas-Fatah 
talks. Reportedly, Hamas officials were pleased by these indications that 
the United States would welcome Hamas’s political participation.20

A senior U.S. diplomat put it this way: “There is a difference between 
Hamas and, say, the Iranian mullahs. The one tradition is nationalist and 
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revolutionary, the other is clerical and religious. We know the difference. 
We know who the honest actors are. We don’t happen to like Hamas tac-
tics, but we know there’s a world of difference between what they want 
and what, say, Mullah Omar wants.”21

Contacts between the United States and Hamas—of which Israel was 
fully aware—ended when the Israeli army arrested a moderate Hamas 
official in Ramallah on September 9, 2002, which Hamas interpreted as a 
deliberate attempt by the Sharon government to undermine its exchange 
with the Americans. This was followed just a few days later by an Israeli 
attack in Rafah, which killed nine Palestinians including many civilians. 
On September 19, two Hamas bombs exploded, predictably and tragi-
cally, in Tel Aviv.22 This was subsequently followed by Israel’s siege of 
the presidential compound in Ramallah. Under U.S. pressure, Sharon or-
dered an end to the siege soon thereafter.

Beginning in September 2002, Hamas entered negotiations over a 
cease-fire,23 although Israel’s failed assassination attempt against al-
Rantisi in June 2003 almost ended these negotiations. An official truce 
or hudna was declared on June 29, 2003, but the Sharon government did 
not accept it and continued its assassination campaign. The killing on Au-
gust 9, 2003, of Hamis Abu-Salam and Faiz al-Sadar, two Hamas officials 
in the Askar refugee camp near Nablus, lead to the two suicide attacks at 
Ariel and Rosh Ha’ayin soon thereafter, breaking the June truce.24

According to Gideon Levy of Ha’aretz, “Much as Israel claims that 
the Palestinians are violating the truce and regrouping in order to perpe-
trate savage acts of terror, its pleading can’t alter the facts: up until Israel 
renewed its assassinations campaign, there were no suicide bombings, 
and the two attacks [at Ariel and Rosh Ha’ayin] last week were direct 
responses to the Askar refugee camp slayings.”25 More attacks followed, 
including the killing by Hamas of twenty-two Israelis in Jerusalem on 
August 19, 2003. Ismail Abu Shanab was assassinated two days later on 
August 21, after which Hamas declared an end to the cease-fire, telling 
Israel it could expect “rivers of blood” in its cities.26 Soon thereafter, on 
September 6, 2003, the European Union gave in to American and Brit-
ish pressure and adopted a resolution blacklisting the political wing of 
Hamas, declaring it a terrorist organization. The Israeli government im-
mediately responded with the attempted assassination in Gaza of Sheikh 
Yassin, the spiritual leader of Hamas (who was later assassinated on 
March 22, 2004).

Suicide bombings are horrific, and the carnage perpetrated by Hamas 
was criminal. But the policies of the Israeli government clearly aimed to 
undermine any possibility of a political settlement, which would have 
involved compromises the government was unwilling to make, preferring 
instead a decisive military victory and long-term interim arrangements 
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dictated by Israel no matter the cost. Rather than draw Hamas into a 
political role that would give “the Islamists a more proportional share 
of power in exchange for their agreement to a modified political ap-
proach”27 and thereby encourage an internal political settlement among 
Palestinian factions (particularly with Fatah)—something the Sharon 
government vehemently opposed because it would have strengthened the 
Palestinian position—the Israeli government attempted to destroy the Is-
lamists through military means and to foster continued internal political 
dissension.

Hence, Hamas’s proposal in January 2004 of a ten-year truce in ex-
change for Israel’s withdrawal from the West Bank, Gaza, and Jerusa-
lem (without, admittedly, any political recognition or compromise) was 
ignored. Given Hamas’s sensitivity to public opinion, the proposal may 
have signaled the beginning of a (political) shift within the organization 
away from the use of violence, which accomplished little and exacted 
enormous societal costs, reviving the tendency to political accommoda-
tion that had characterized Hamas’s behavior during the Oslo period. 
Similarly, the proposal of a truce no doubt represented an attempt by 
Hamas to strengthen and secure its leadership position, perhaps in coor-
dination with some younger, ascendant Fatah leaders—notably Marwan 
Barghouti, who had reached out to the Islamists before in the August 
2002 negotiations.28

Hamas’s political shift also derived from Israel’s success at further 
weakening its military capacity (as it did during the Oslo period) through 
its assassination campaign and frequent raids into Palestinian towns and 
localities. Between 2002 and 2004, Hamas had lost almost all its origi-
nal leaders in Gaza.29 Indeed, Yassin’s and al-Rantisi’s assassinations in 
2004—nearly one month apart—clearly undermined Hamas’s military 
capacity to stage suicide bombings, and some Hamas officials were begin-
ning to question their efficacy.30 The Israeli security authorities, further-
more, had successfully thwarted many suicide bombing attempts.31 The 
number of Israeli civilians killed by Palestinians (in Israel) had dropped 
from 184 in 2002 to 104 in 2003 to 53 in 2004 and 24 in 2005.32 Until 
the July 11, 2004, bombing in Tel Aviv, the Israeli authorities were able 
to block every attempt at an attack inside Israel and most inside the West 
Bank and Gaza.33 This signified for some observers the systematic erosion 
of Hamas’s combat capabilities and that of Palestinian militants more 
generally.

Israel’s policy of political assassinations arguably aimed to derail in-
ternal discussions over power sharing and efforts at cooperation. These 
assassinations also aimed, in part, to foment Palestinian radicalism in 
a manner that would justify Israel’s continued occupation. Israel could 
argue that Palestinians can only be dealt with as militant radicals and not 
as people with national rights or as legitimate political actors.
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While Sharon’s April 2004 announcement of his intention to disengage 
from Gaza further encouraged a more pragmatic response by Hamas, 
Arafat’s death in November 2004 was arguably the critical turning point. 
Arafat’s death revealed the extent of the structural problems of the Pales-
tinian political system. As the system had become increasingly fragmented 
during, but especially after, Oslo, Arafat had remained the primary source 
of its authenticity and defensibility. His death, therefore, amounted to a 
crisis of representation and legitimacy. His successors, Mahmoud Abbas 
in particular, had to try to relegitimize (and rehabilitate) the Palestin-
ian political system domestically but also regionally and internationally. 
Domestically, Abbas attempted to do so through a series of elections: 
presidential in January 2005, which he won; municipal between Decem-
ber 2004 and December 2005; and legislative in January 2006. This at-
tempt at relegitimization could not occur without Hamas’s participation, 
nor could it sustain Hamas’s continued opposition. Regionally and inter-
nationally, Abbas sought to revive the U.S. Roadmap initiative through 
renewal of the 2003 Palestinian cease-fire—offering Hamas a form of 
power sharing in exchange for the cessation of violence—but his depen-
dence on Israeli and American constructive engagement and his inability 
to challenge Israeli unilateralism ensured failure.

Wanting to become part of the political mainstream and of the ad-
ministrative structure of Gaza in the event of Israel’s disengagement was 
vitally important to the Islamists.34 Clearly, Hamas was no longer content 
to play the role of rejectionist opposition, recognizing the ineffectiveness 
of armed struggle in the absence of political engagement.35 Hamas con-
sidered itself part of the political reality and was seeking longer-term po-
litical participation and modes of integration, aiming to translate popular 
support into institutional power. Its strategy was one of gradual political 
integration—itself somewhat experimental—which would allow Hamas 
greater legitimacy domestically and perhaps internationally by distin-
guishing it—as the leadership long had—from more extreme groups such 
as the Taliban and al-Qaeda.36

Hamas maintained that it had no ambitions to take over Palestin-
ian politics—seizing power would be damaging to its credibility—and 
would continue to stay away from the internal fighting in Fatah, although 
clashes with Fatah continued, reaching a particularly acute stage in July 
2005.37 However, Hamas reiterated its call for power sharing in which 
it had a serious role, saying Fatah would not rule alone in Gaza. Hamas 
pursued what the political analyst Mouin Rabbani called a Hizballah 
model: legitimacy through resistance38 and recognition and protection 
through political participation.39

In the March 2005 Cairo meeting Hamas’s integration into the PLO 
was discussed. Fatah agreed to a Hamas proposal to allow the formation 
of a committee for the reform of the PLO and convinced Abbas not to 
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disarm Hamas until the legislative elections. In return Hamas agreed to a 
cease-fire vis-à-vis Israel until December 2005 (which remained in effect 
until June 2006, when Hamas suspended it; see below) and agreed to 
ensure that Israel’s disengagement from Gaza would not take place under 
Hamas gunfire. By spring 2005 Hamas was pushing harder on the issue 
of power sharing, particularly over the inventory of state lands.40 Ten-
sions increased between Hamas and Fatah over the failure to honor their 
agreements despite the imminence of Israel’s disengagement (or, arguably, 
because of it).

The promise of Israeli disengagement from Gaza generated consider-
able internal activity, including an eighteen-point plan for Gaza known 
as the Barghouti document aimed at facilitating the transition of power 
in the Gaza Strip following Israel’s withdrawal. Authored by the jailed 
leader of the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade, Marwan Barghouti, who long had 
a political channel open to Hamas, the plan proposed a role for the Is-
lamists, in cooperation with the PNA, in running Gaza. Although the 
PNA was to be the effective governing authority, all other groups were to 
have real input into the administration of Gaza through their member-
ship in a monitoring committee. In exchange, the Islamists were to cease 
all attacks on Israel launched from the Gaza Strip (but not West Bank). 
Apparently, both Hamas and Islamic Jihad responded positively in prin-
ciple although not officially.

After the assassination of Yassin and al-Rantisi, the Hamas leader-
ship was reported to have internally circulated a classified document, 
authored by al-Zahar and Haniyeh and titled “Document on the Ap-
proach to the Anticipated Withdrawal from the Gaza Strip,” among its 
leadership in Gaza. Circulated on May 24, 2004, the document revealed 
Hamas’s recognition that political participation was inevitable. In fact, 
the document discussed the formation of “a joint legitimate leadership” 
in the Gaza Strip consisting of “all the nationalistic and Islamic factions,” 
which would share in decision making. A key point concerned the condi-
tions under which Hamas would work with the PNA despite their ongo-
ing conflict. The Hamas leadership made this cooperation conditional 
on the nature of the Israeli withdrawal: “whether it be comprehensive or 
partial, under agreement with the Palestinian Authority, or unilateral.”41

Not surprisingly, Hamas would have nothing to do with an agreement 
between the PNA and Israel that included attacks against itself. If so 
threatened, Hamas would “demonstrate a street presence in an active 
and powerful manner” and would “strive to form requisite alliances in a 
way that will guarantee . . . that the PA makes no decisions separately.”42

Strikingly, the document contained a directive to rank-and-file mem-
bers to assume certain roles even if Hamas’s official position opposed the 
withdrawal agreement: “In case an agreement is reached on withdrawal 
between Israel and the PA, we are delimiting areas in which movement 
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members may take part—dialog with other factions; managing daily af-
fairs in regions where withdrawal has taken place by actively participat-
ing in PA ministries and various institutions; local elections for towns 
and villages, professional unions and associations; participation in some 
of the security services of a police nature on movement affairs, criminal 
investigations and fire fighting.” However, Hamas members would not 
be allowed to actively engage in elections to the Legislative Council or to 
leadership of the PNA, nor in any matters concerning the policy of the 
PNA’s security services and of evacuated settlements or any agreements 
pertaining to them.43

Hamas also maintained that it would not give up its arms but said it 
was willing to agree “on a treatise of honor in this matter that will handle 
the problematic nature and complexity of arms usage for goals that are 
not the armed struggle.”44 The document demonstrated, in part, certain 
priorities and concerns. First, the Islamists were positioning themselves 
for possibly working with the PNA, defining the conditions for their co-
operation in some form of collaborative arrangement, although it was 
unclear what form that cooperation would assume and what their future 
military policies would be. Second, the document underlined the impor-
tance of greater interaction between factions and perhaps recognized the 
need for a more viable strategy, domestic and “foreign.” And third, it 
evinced a greater tolerance of the PNA and the desperate need for reform, 
a position the Islamists shared with other Fatah factions.

Some analysts believed that by 2004 Hamas had reached a crossroads: 
“Key leaders [of Hamas], determined not to be equated with Bin Laden’s 
nihilistic terrorism and convinced they have gained considerable political 
strength at home, allegedly see the need for a strategic transformation 
that will give them the legitimacy in regional and international eyes, and 
given the appropriate environment, may be able to achieve it.”45 Certain 
Israeli security officials similarly argued that their government would 
ultimately have to deal with Hamas. “The IDF today understands that 
Hamas is also a movement like Hezbollah or . . . Shas [Israel’s Orthodox 
Sephardic party] . . . [i.e., more than just a paramilitary organization], 
and no one really believes that it can be destroyed.”46

Hamas at the Grass Roots: Opposing Trends over a 
Changing Social Agenda

Trend One: Political Strength through a Responsive Social Sector

After Yasir Arafat’s death in November 2004, Palestinians found them-
selves in a transitional phase with a leadership that had no popular man-
date to rule. Governmental institutions existed but had no legitimacy, 
in large part because of Arafat’s attack against them and his inability to 
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understand them. The society was characterized by what appeared to 
be a growing religiosity, with ordinary Palestinians turning increasingly 
to religion for support, solace, and solidarity. The number of persons 
wearing conservative dress, including women’s head scarves and veils, 
noticeably increased. In this way, broader identities provided moral and 
emotional support. Islamic notions of zakat and assisting the poor in gen-
eral and the importance of Muslims helping those in need were alive and 
well. Indeed, in the continued absence of viable political alternatives and 
forms of expression, and in light of the continued decay of those that did 
exist, people increasingly turned toward religion as a source of comfort, 
knowledge, and a sense of protectedness.

Because of this, the issue of Hamas’s continued popularity, to which 
the organization was trying to respond, was being debated at the grass-
roots level in Gaza at this time (2004). My understanding, based on inter-
views with a range of informants, is that there were two dominant trends 
within the debate over the Islamists’ grassroots support. First there were 
those who argued that despite the successful attack against its leader-
ship structure, Hamas was proliferating from below, gaining strength and 
popularity largely from the services provided by its social and charitable 
institutions, and from the continued perception of Hamas as the only vi-
able political faction resisting the occupation and opposing the violence 
and corruption of Fatah. At an NGO meeting I attended in Gaza in 2004, 
one woman (whose response was quite typical) told me, “We support 
Hamas because they take revenge for us, because they are strong and 
honest.”

With economic and political conditions rapidly declining in the West 
Bank and Gaza after 2000, the shift to emergency aid was almost im-
mediate. According to the World Bank, around 21 percent of Palestin-
ians (650,000) were living in poverty on the eve of the second Intifada, 
a number that increased to 33 percent by December 2000, 46 percent by 
December 2001, and around 60 percent (1.9 million) by December 2002. 
Hence, accounting for population growth, the number of people living in 
poverty tripled between pre–September 2000 and December 2002.47 By 
2003, over 75 percent of Gazans were poor, as were 50 percent of West 
Bankers, numbers that were no doubt affected by Israel’s 2002 military 
offensive into the West Bank.48

The United Nations had similar figures, with 32 percent of the
population—more than one million people—receiving some form of 
emergency aid during the last quarter of 2000—340,000 people in the 
West Bank and 693,000 in the Gaza Strip.49 The World Bank found 
that the “economic crisis has seriously compromised household welfare. 
Many families have endured long periods without work or incomes, and 
despite the various employment generation efforts of the PA, donors 
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and NGOs, many are now dependent on food aid for their daily sur-
vival. Coping with the situation has meant selling assets, borrowing from 
families, neighbors and shopkeepers and cutting consumption, including 
food. In an increasing number of families, shortages are now manifesting 
as malnutrition. . . . The erratic provision of basic health, education and 
water services is further compromising the environment in which young 
Palestinians are growing up.”50

The decline in the general well-being of the population was exacer-
bated by Israel’s intermittent refusal to transfer Palestinian tax revenues, 
which greatly reduced the PNA’s revenue base and, hence, its capacity 
to deliver basic social services. In this climate, Islamic organizations had 
a significant role to play, providing services that the PNA could not, or 
providing them more efficiently. In fact, according to the International 
Crisis Group (ICG), the major service providers at this time were NGOs 
and charitable organizations as a whole, reaching approximately 60 
percent of all beneficiaries from regular and emergency programs. The 
second most important provider was UNRWA, whose services reached 
over 34 percent, followed by the PNA Ministry of Social Affairs at just 
6 percent.51

Given the economic exigencies of the time that were causing poverty 
levels to rise, growing numbers of Palestinians were in need of emergency 
relief—especially food and cash—a form of assistance familiar to Islamic 
social service organizations, whose role became increasingly important. 
In 2001, according to the ICG, these organizations together with the 
zakat committees constituted the single largest food donor in the West 
Bank and Gaza after UNRWA. In fact, the four largest Islamic social wel-
fare institutions at the time—al-Salah Islamic Association, the Gaza zakat
committee, the Holy Land Foundation, and Hebron’s Islamic Charitable 
Society—collectively provided food assistance to 145,450 households or 
581,800 people, if the conservative estimate of four people per household 
is used. According to the United Nations, the zakat committees alone 
increased their food beneficiaries from 450 families prior to the Intifada 
to 7,000 families soon thereafter. Concentrated in the areas of greatest 
poverty, notably villages (since UNRWA largely served the refugee popu-
lation) where it was the largest food distributor, the Islamic social welfare 
sector provided, directly or indirectly, 25 percent of food and cash as-
sistance in the West Bank in 2001 and some form of assistance—emer-
gency cash, food assistance, and medical care—to one in six Palestinians 
overall.52

In Gaza, according to the United Nations, NGOs and charitable or-
ganizations fully accounted for 87 percent of all cash contributions; of 
this the al-Salah Association alone accounted for 33 percent and the 
zakat committees for an additional 21 percent. (The United Nations also 
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revealed that Islamic medical institutions were comparatively more ef-
ficient than their non-Islamic counterparts, having a larger percentage 
of the impoverished among their beneficiaries compared with UNRWA 
and the PNA.)53 According to one UN agency, “Projects implemented by 
Islamic charities have been both diverse and large and have included food 
distribution, payment of unemployment allowances and financial support 
to homeless households.”54 Given the PNA’s limited financial capacity, 
which had “been reduced to meeting the salary costs of public sector em-
ployees and operational costs of essential services . . . [and] UNRWRA’s 
chronic funding shortages and the extremely limited excess capacity of 
secular NGOs, the role of Islamic organizations [was] vital and, in some 
instances, irreplaceable.”55

That the PNA supported the work of the Islamic social sector was 
clear. However, this support, both tacit and explicit, was subject to the 
periodic closing of Islamic social institutions, freezing of their assets, 
and external supervision of their governing bodies. Such measures were 
usually imposed after an Islamist attack inside Israel and in response to 
external pressure from Israel or the United States. Most of these institu-
tions were soon able to resume operations—some officially and others 
not. Because the PNA was increasingly unable to fill the resulting void, 
Islamic institutions were more than tolerated. This further strengthened 
the presence of Islamic organizations in Palestinians’ daily life but largely 
as providers, not innovators.

Furthermore, Islamist civic institutions were not engaged in activities 
(such as human rights, advocacy, or political reform) that exposed the 
PNA’s deficiencies—a conscious decision on the part of the Hamas lead-
ership, I was told. Unlike their secular civic counterparts, Islamist institu-
tions did not challenge the PNA’s work or methods but rather comple-
mented them. In fact, during the early years of the Intifada, Islamist social 
institutions made a concerted effort to better coordinate their activities 
with the PNA and their non-Islamic counterparts. This took the typical 
form of information sharing about beneficiaries but also included emer-
gency planning and sometimes the joint provision of services. While it is 
difficult to interpret what, if anything, this improved cooperation meant 
beyond the obvious, it did suggest the extension, in some form, of the 
Islamists’ search for accommodation that defined their relations with the 
PNA during the Oslo period, as well as the PNA’s inability and reluctance 
to restrict the Islamist social sector.56 In contrast to the PNA, however, 
there was an international effort after 9/11 to restrict the activities of the 
Islamist social sector on the premise that they contributed to the political 
appeal and growth of Hamas, an effort at restriction that assumed draco-
nian dimensions after January 2006.
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Trend Two: Eroding Support for Hamas’s Political Agenda

The other trend in the debate over the degree of popular support for the 
Islamists was the argument that this support was beginning to erode for 
two reasons. First, although Hamas had been very pragmatic vis-à-vis 
internal Palestinian politics, it had engaged in military policies—terrorist 
attacks against Israeli civilians—that proved devastating to Palestinian 
society. In fact, during the Oslo period, a similar phenomenon existed: 
Hamas’s attacks inside Israel caused so much economic hardship for Pal-
estinians that popular pressure was eventually brought to bear against 
Hamas to stop them, and was one factor in reducing and, for a time, 
ending these attacks. (However, despite Hamas’s sensitivity to popular 
opinion, the attacks did resume for certain intervals despite the lack of 
popular support.)

Some observers argued that Hamas was increasingly being seen as a 
critical factor—perhaps the primary factor—inciting Israeli provocation, 
which, as stated above, contributed to Hamas’s shift toward political 
over military action and its decision, for example, to declare a truce in 
June 2003, which occurred in the context of Hamas-Fatah negotiations 
over Hamas’s future political role.57

Yet it is important to point out that Hamas’s sensitivity to public opin-
ion could also produce violent outcomes. In June 2006, after a dramatic 
rise in civilian deaths in Gaza that were blamed on Israel, Hamas sus-
pended the 2005–2006 cease-fire largely in response to popular pres-
sure. Salah al-Bardawil, a Hamas legislator, told an Israeli journalist that 
“people are calling us traitors . . . and we did not want to become a new 
version of Fatah. . . . We were concerned we would lose our popularity. 
Therefore, we announced the resumption of the attacks.”58

Another reason given for the growing criticism of Hamas (in 2004) 
was even more compelling: Hamas was increasingly perceived as politi-
cally more dishonest and socially more oppressive, a function perhaps, 
and in part, of its own internal weakness and the growing insularity of 
Palestinian society overall. For example, a disturbing phenomenon at the 
time concerned groups of Islamist women who would regularly attend 
the funerals of young men killed in suicide bombing missions in Israel. 
These Islamist women apparently pressured mothers and other family 
members not to grieve for their dead sons and brothers and derided and 
demeaned them for doing so. The logic was that these young men had 
died as martyrs in a noble cause and their deaths should be celebrated, 
not mourned. While I never actually spoke to family members so treated, 
I did speak with colleagues who had witnessed them and the negative 
outcomes they produced. The anger elicited from people over such issues 
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belied, yet again, a sense of betrayal and of widening loss, a feeling per-
haps that the social contract was being redefined in a manner that was 
unacceptable.

That Hamas was sensitive to changing popular perceptions was clear. 
Islamist supporters would often argue that these perceptions were wrong 
and were based only on the work of more extreme elements within the 
movement. The electoral campaigns of 2004, 2005, and 2006 provided 
Hamas with opportunities to channel its power to the local level when 
the center was clearly weak (a pattern with many precedents in the Pal-
estinian context). These electoral campaigns enabled Hamas to appeal 
to the Palestinian public in a real and broader way, emphasizing (and 
rehabilitating?) its reputation for social and public service, efficiency, and 
integrity in contrast to Fatah’s corruption, lawlessness, and abuses—the 
source of enormous public discontent and anger. And as Gunning points 
out, Hamas did not have to emphasize its resistance record.59 Some mu-
nicipal candidates ran on the basis of their charitable and social service 
work, notably women. Public opinion played a critical role in Hamas’s 
electoral victories at the municipal and legislative levels60 and in shaping 
the policies that led to those victories.

Significance of the Local and Municipal Elections: 2004–2005

The first round of local and municipal elections in the West Bank and 
Gaza was held in two parts: on December 23, 2004, in twenty-six dis-
tricts in the West Bank and on January 27, 2005, in ten districts in the 
Gaza Strip. Local elections for all other districts were scheduled for May, 
September, and December 2005. These local elections were the first held 
in the occupied territories in almost thirty years; as such, they were a wa-
tershed political event that seriously and legally challenged the long-held 
dominance of the Fatah movement.61 In all, Hamas did very well.

The first round was particularly significant since it “became a test of 
each organization’s electoral capabilities and strength among the vot-
ers. The contest between Hamas and Fatah was intense, particularly in 
Gaza.”62 Hamas chose to highlight issues that were important to the Pal-
estinian public, focusing on an agenda of social and political reform—
which Fatah sorely lacked—in areas where Fatah was deficient and seem-
ingly incapable of remediation.63 Throughout the Gaza Strip and the 
West Bank, Hamas was able to wrest power from Fatah in many of its 
traditional strongholds (e.g., Nablus). Thus, in addition to its consider-
able social service network, Hamas found itself, by the fall of 2005, in 
majority control of many local councils in Gaza with access to Gaza’s 
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(and to a lesser extent the West Bank’s) institutional infrastructure and 
attendant constituencies it had never before possessed.

As it had done with its programmatic work during Oslo, Hamas was 
able to identify specific and achievable developmental goals and pursue a 
widened form of community—and political—engagement, and was pre-
pared to work with the Israeli civil administration if necessary. Hence, 
reforms were immediately implemented in several communities in Gaza 
and the West Bank with varying degrees of success that focused largely 
on infrastructural improvements long neglected by previous governments 
such as plans to redevelop Rafah’s commercial center.64 In March, Hamas 
announced that it would participate in upcoming legislative elections, 
which were then scheduled for July 2005. Given its success in local elec-
tions, Hamas expanded its domestic agenda in its legislative platform to 
include service provision (social welfare, care for the poor), economic re-
form (reducing unemployment, encouraging foreign investment, and free 
market initiatives), building a strong civil society and viable institutions, 
proper governance, and financial management and accountability—in 
short, thoroughgoing but not revolutionary change and reform.65

The emphasis on a secular program within parameters defined ideo-
logically rather than on ideology (or on religiosity) itself—policies with 
precedent in the Oslo period—was key to Hamas’s electoral victories. 
Not only did this allow the Islamist party to tangibly address the socio-
economic and political concerns of its constituents; it enabled Hamas to 
form pragmatic alliances with nonbelievers and nonsupporters including 
Christians, Marxists, and secularists and to pursue a broader form of 
civic and political engagement. (In this regard Hamas also argued that 
Israel’s August 2005 disengagement from the Gaza Strip was a forced 
withdrawal due to Hamas’s continued resistance, for which the organi-
zation also won public support.) In fact, religious references in Hamas’s 
legislative electoral platform amounted to “about a page and a half out 
of the document’s fourteen pages,”66 pointing to a more flexible inter-
pretation of religion—itself influenced by the extant social, economic, 
and political conditions also seen during the Oslo period. Not surpris-
ingly, the majority of Hamas legislators and municipal councillors elected 
were professionals and community leaders with a secular as opposed to 
a strictly religious education, strongly underlining that socioeconomic 
and political factors were more important than religious ones in Hamas’s 
overall political program and policies.67

Another important factor in winning grassroots support was Hamas’s 
strong emphasis on involving people in the shaping of its election pro-
gram through grassroots consultations and surveys,68 a pattern of con-
sultation and involvement that to varying degrees also characterized its 
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social program during the Oslo period. In fact, Hamas’s 2006 electoral 
platform directly speaks to the importance of involving the public in its 
decision-making process and in decentralizing power in the administra-
tion and implementation of its various programs.69

January 2006 and Beyond

By the time it had won the January 2006 legislative elections, Hamas had 
built up a considerable constituency who demanded redress. Continuing 
a pattern established during the Oslo period, Hamas demonstrated its 
ability to transcend its own partisan constituencies, moving beyond pri-
mordial identities toward something broader, which some in the move-
ment articulated as citizenship—Palestinians as citizens (not subjects) 
with demands and constitutionally guaranteed civil rights. This is not 
surprising given that Hamas had always derived its legitimacy from its 
popular base and not from the international community, as did Fatah.70

This constituency was able to abandon Fatah, not only because of Fatah’s 
corruption and ineptitude, but also because it had been unable to realize 
its own political vision (especially after Arafat’s death)—in short, because 
both Israel and the United States had proved Fatah so irrelevant to the 
fate of Palestinians. In fact, Fatah’s younger guard was erased from the 
political map by the legislative elections.

A key challenge facing Hamas was how to deal with a victory that was 
larger than its support base and greater than its capabilities. Before the 
elections, the debate within Hamas was over the degree of its political in-
tegration—an indication that Hamas did not expect to win the elections, 
although Usama Hamdan, head of Hamas’s Bureau of External Affairs in 
Beirut, stated that the senior level of Hamas did expect a victory.71 After 
the elections, the debate centered on how to govern, a far greater chal-
lenge. The imperative was nothing less than a renegotiation of the status 
quo, moving—if desirable or possible—from partial to full integration 
(and not unlike the position the PLO had found itself in twenty years 
earlier). The goal, as articulated to me by Abu Shanab nearly seven years 
before, was not to defeat Israel—impossible in any case—but to deliver 
Palestine.72 But how?

In April 2006, Nathan Brown of the Carnegie Endowment for Inter-
national Peace issued the following assessment: “The new government is 
promising to focus on efficiency, clean government, and ending the dis-
order in Palestinian streets. Indeed, the Hamas government program says 
little of struggle and resistance; Islam and Islamic law are passed over in 
silence. But corruption is denounced three times and rule of law men-
tioned five times. The newly seated parliament has attracted attention 
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for its insistence on extended prayer breaks, but the deputies themselves 
speak far more about transparency and economic problems than they do 
about the sale of alcohol or women’s dress.”73

Domestically, Hamas was pursuing a more moderate course, no doubt 
sensitive to the public mood and understanding that the competition 
with Fatah had not been completely won. The domestic arena was one 
in which Hamas had technocratic, organizational, and some creative ex-
pertise. This was made even more evident after Hamas assumed control 
over local councils in Gaza and the West Bank and improvements were 
subsequently implemented, many of which required coordination with 
Israeli officials. In this regard “Hamas did not radicalize Palestinians but 
Palestinians mainstreamed Hamas.”74

Yet the obstacles were formidable. Internally, there were many issues of 
potential and soon to be realized conflict, some of which included Fatah’s 
hegemony over the PNA and the security forces; power struggles between 
the executive (Fatah) and legislative (Hamas) branches; and Abbas’s pro-
posed reactivation of the PLO (and the Palestinian National Council) 
over the (Hamas-led) PNA as the primary political body empowered to 
negotiate on behalf of the Palestinians. Hamas’s failure to form a coali-
tion government not only meant that it had to rule alone but within 
an Authority of dual and opposed centers of power. Indeed, the power 
struggles and internecine violence (Hamas-Fatah militia violence, clan 
feuds) that ensued saw Fatah trying to consolidate its control over the 
West Bank and expand its influence in Gaza, with Hamas doing the ob-
verse. The result was the emergence of two “increasingly antagonistic and 
well-armed ‘fiefdoms’ with competing ideological, social and political vi-
sions.”75 Tragically, no alternative to this duality or to the PNA existed.

Externally, although most of the international community accepted the 
election result, the United States (which had insisted on holding the elec-
tions) and the European Union did not. Hamas’s political ascent only 
amplified its conflict with Israel, the United States, and the European 
Union, making its quest for legitimacy and recognition more improbable. 
Perhaps the greatest obstacle—itself imposed by Israel and the Quartet 
precisely to thwart any possibility of negotiation—was Hamas’s unwill-
ingness to honor past international agreements that called for recogni-
tion of, and negotiations with, Israel on terms imposed by Israel and the 
United States.

Hamas argued that recognition of the peace agreements with Israel 
would be equivalent to recognizing occupation, which it has steadfastly 
refused to do, particularly against a history of Palestinian concessions that 
not only failed to end Israeli occupation but deepened it. Statehood in the 
absence of sovereignty, which the PLO had agreed to, was an illusion. 
Recognition of Israel as a precondition of negotiations was criticized by 
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none other than Efraim Halevy, the former head of Israel’s Mossad intel-
ligence service, who stated that the demand for “a priori renunciation of 
ideology before contact . . . has never been made before either to an Arab 
state or to the Palestinian Liberation Organization/Fatah.”76

Hamas voiced support for the Arab League’s Beirut Declaration of 
March 2002, in which all Arab states including Palestine offered Israel 
permanent peace and normal diplomatic and economic relations in re-
turn for Israel’s compliance with international law by retuning to its in-
ternationally recognized pre-1967 borders. Khaled Meshal, as chief of 
Hamas’s Political Bureau in Damascus, as well as Hamas prime minister 
Ismail Haniyeh similarly confirmed the organization’s willingness to ac-
cept the June 4, 1967, borders and a two-state solution should Israel 
withdraw from the occupied territories, a reality reaffirmed in the 2006 
Palestinian Prisoners’ Document, in which most major Palestinian fac-
tions had reached a consensus on a two-state solution, that is, a Palestin-
ian state within 1967 borders including East Jerusalem and the refugee 
right of return.77 Until an agreement was reached,78 however, Hamas 
stated that it would solicit Palestinian, Arab, and Islamic support behind 
its nonrecognition of the Jewish state and the Palestinian right to resist 
occupation.79

Hamas’s refusal to end armed resistance (including by other Palestin-
ian factions) without an end to Israeli occupation remained firm in light 
of Israel’s pursuit of unilateralism in the absence of negotiations. Other 
often forgotten factors impeding resolution also include Israel’s contin-
ued and increasingly repressive occupation of Gaza and the West Bank, 
with which Hamas was ill-equipped to deal, and the refusal of Israel, 
the United States, and the European Union (among others) to recognize 
and deal with the Hamas-led government and their imposition of a sanc-
tion regime on the government (which had the support of certain Arab 
states). Furthermore (as stated in chapter 2), within weeks of Hamas’s 
electoral victory, the United States was already engaged in secret talks 
to overthrow the Islamist government and foment greater interfactional 
violence,80 signaling the West’s unwillingness to tolerate an Islamic gov-
ernment in the region. A former political officer at the U.S. Embassy in 
Tel Aviv powerfully reveals:

Hamas never called for the elections that put them in power. That 
was the brainstorm of Secretary Rice and her staff, who had appar-
ently decided they could steer Palestinians into supporting the more-
compliant Mahmoud Abbas . . . and his Fatah Party through a mar-
keting campaign that was to counter Hamas’s growing popularity—
all the while ignoring continued Israeli settlement construction, land 
confiscation, and cantonization in the West Bank. State Department 
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staffers helped finance and supervise the Fatah campaign. . . . An ad-
visor working for . . . USAID explained to incredulous staffers at the 
Embassy in Tel Aviv how he would finance and direct elements of the 
campaign, leaving no U.S. fingerprints. USAID teams, meanwhile, 
struggled to implement projects for which Abbas could claim credit. 
Once the covert political program cemented Fatah in place, the mili-
tia Washington was building for Fatah warlord-wannabee Moham-
med Dahlan would destroy Hamas militarily. . . . Rice was report-
edly blindsided when she heard the news of Hamas’s victory. . . . But 
that did not prevent a swift response. She immediately insisted that 
the Quartet . . . ban all contact with Hamas and support Israel’s eco-
nomic blockade of Gaza. The results of her request were mixed, but 
Palestinian suffering manifestly intensified. The isolation was sup-
posed to turn angry Palestinians against an ineffective Hamas. As if 
such blockades had not been tried before.81

Hamas recognized the enormous constraints confronting it; as such, it 
recognized the importance of creating alliances under a common political 
program. From the outset, the Islamists stated their interest in forming 
a national coalition government with Fatah and other political factions 
and started a dialogue with other factions represented in the Palestinian 
Legislative Council to that effect.82

Furthermore, Hamas officials also claimed they were not averse to 
forming a technocratic government with none of the cabinet ministers 
having an explicit party affiliation. Some expressed their support for 
President Abbas and for eventually joining the PLO under the right con-
ditions. Hamas was also pursuing a plan to allow the Fatah-dominated 
PLO to conduct the government’s foreign policy while the new Hamas-
led government or the PNA would concentrate on internal economic and 
social affairs. As such its leaders were considering handing Abbas, in his 
capacity as president of the PLO (not the PNA), the foreign affairs port-
folio. The objective was to avoid a direct clash between Hamas and Is-
rael and position Abbas as an intermediary.83 While it cannot be known 
whether the Islamists were sincere in their intentions, it is now clear that 
Fatah and the West were never seriously interested in testing them.

Perhaps the most formidable constraints were economic and financial. 
As this book has argued, Hamas’s strength and arguably the source of 
its greatest (productive) potential lay in the social realm, in the develop-
ment and strengthening of a social/civic institutional infrastructure. The 
economic and financial boycott or siege subsequently imposed on the 
Hamas government not only damaged the economy and punished the 
population by cutting off desperately needed access to external (Israeli 
and other) markets and financial transfers (placing daunting limitations 
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on an already hamstrung government consumed with issues of gover-
nance84); it had the effect of undermining precisely those sectors—that is, 
community-based institutions—where Hamas had consistently played a 
positive, more developmental, and innovative role.

For example, not long after the 2006 elections, USAID prohibited any 
direct contact with terrorists or terrorist groups, which included Hamas.85

USAID partners were prohibited from meeting with ministers or other of-
ficials who were identified as Hamas, even if a “cabinet of technocrats” 
was formed. The United States stipulated that it would prosecute any 
American NGO that provided material aid to the now Hamas-led PNA, 
even in the form of in-kind medicines to a hospital run by the Ministry 
of Health.86 In one USAID-funded NGO health program, recipients were 
switched away from Hamas-run Ministry of Health clinics to NGO-run 
clinics. In another, a major bid for a vocational and technical education 
program was abruptly withdrawn and was revised to focus on private 
rather than government-run vocational training institutes. Furthermore, 
most water and wastewater projects were frozen, and aid to Hamas-
controlled local councils and municipalities ended. As a result, U.S.-
funded agencies refused to start new initiatives or announce any new 
activities, especially those designed to strengthen PNA agencies or pro-
grams.87 Instead, the donor’s “development” agenda was replaced by one 
devoted almost entirely to relief and small-scale, labor-intensive initia-
tives, a pattern that had roots in the Oslo period.

With time, these constraints only deepened, becoming formal policy. 
Donor discomfort over the Hamas authorities in Gaza has resulted in 
an institutionalized policy of either withholding funding from them or 
being so directive about how assistance can flow, and to whom, that it 
has bordered on the immoral. Donor assistance, particularly from the 
United States, has been directed in ways that deselected whole swaths 
of the population.88 USAID, for example, permits no assistance of any 
kind to go the Hamas-controlled Ministry of Health (MOH) in Gaza, 
although the ministry must urgently meet the health needs of hundreds of 
thousands of people. Effectively and practically, this has denied urgently 
needed equipment, pharmaceuticals, and disposables to anyone who ends 
up by design or accident in an MOH hospital or clinic.

Furthermore, U.S. government (USG) rules in the war on terror mean 
that an American organization working in Gaza—even if it is a conduit 
for European Union emergency funds—cannot contract to build, say, a 
reservoir in a municipality that the USG has deemed Hamas, because 
then the U.S. organization would be in danger of breaking OFAC (U.S. 
Treasury Office of Foreign Assets) rules with legal liabilities. Hence, 
it does not matter how much the community may need the reservoir; 
political imperatives supersede developmental ones. (It also should be 
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remembered that Israel’s blockade of the Gaza Strip virtually precludes 
the import of needed raw materials essential for development-oriented 
initiatives.) This has also happened in the West Bank, where, for example, 
an implementer may not be permitted to help with the water system in a 
given village because the local council is perceived as “Hamas.”89

As economic pressures escalated and the struggle for internal politi-
cal control deepened, so did factional violence. In 2006 and 2007, 407 
Palestinians were killed—the vast majority in Gaza—and thousands 
injured as a result of internecine violence, and attacks against institu-
tions aligned with each faction increased.90 Human rights violations—
abductions, torture, extrajudicial executions, vandalism of homes and
institutions—were committed by both sides in Gaza and the West Bank.91

Despite the short-lived establishment of a unity government brokered in 
Mecca in February 2007, the divisions between Hamas and Fatah had 
become so acute and so pernicious that by May 2007, one month before 
Hamas’s takeover of the Gaza Strip, whole neighborhoods of Gaza City 
were under the control of either Hamas or Fatah; in some areas, factional 
control came down to individual street blocks.92

The conflict with Israel also intensified, given Israel’s concern that 
Hamas’s growing power and influence would spread not only in Gaza 
but, more important for Israel, to the West Bank. This violence was 
marred by continued and frightening violence largely from Israel, whose 
military incursions into Gaza and the West Bank continued almost 
daily.93 According to the Israeli human rights group B’tselem, during the 
two years between January 2006 and December 2007 Israel killed 1,041 
Palestinians (657 in 2006 and 384 in 2007), nearly half (480) civilians 
and the majority (823) from Gaza. During that same period 42 Israelis 
were killed by Palestinians, about 13 of them by Qassam rockets fired 
from Gaza.94

In June 2007 Hamas seized control of Gaza. The observation of a 
former State Department official is worth noting: “Finally, in mid-2007, 
faced with increasing chaos and the widely known implementation of 
a U.S.-backed militia, Hamas—the lawfully elected government—struck 
first. They routed Fatah’s gangs, securing control of the entire Gaza Strip 
and established civil order. Its efforts stymied, the U.S. has for more than 
a year inflexibly backed Israel’s embargo of Gaza and its collective pun-
ishment of the Strip’s 1.5 million residents.”95 Clearly the political inte-
gration that Hamas had sought was denied.

Following the takeover, Israel and other key players in the interna-
tional community intensified their policy of siege, isolating Hamas even 
more and punishing Gaza in the illusory belief that by weakening Hamas 
and its capacity to deliver, they would cause Gazans to cast it aside. Israel 
severely reduced cross-border traffic (although certain restrictions were 
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temporarily eased after the June 19, 2008, cease-fire between Israel and 
Hamas went into effect), while the Ramallah-based Authority curtailed 
links with Gaza, preventing the normal functioning of government. At 
the end of August 2007, Salam Fayad announced the closing of 103 reli-
gious, educational, and charitable institutions linked to Hamas, arguing 
that they were operating in violation of the Non-Profit Organizations 
Law. Given the timing and sweeping nature of Fayad’s directive, there is 
little doubt that it was political in basis.

In October, the PNA further dismantled what it called the Hamas char-
ity committees in the West Bank with the aim of reforming and reorga-
nizing these groups, since they “serve as the terror group’s civilian infra-
structure, and operate a network of mosques, schools, and institutions 
that support jailed terrorists.”96 This continued through at least Decem-
ber 2007.

However, time soon showed that Hamas’s losses were not Fatah’s 
gains; to the contrary, some analysts argue that Hamas gained more than 
it lost despite its increasingly authoritarian and repressive rule.97 Accord-
ing to the International Crisis Group,

Those intending to undermine Hamas have instead given it an as-
sist. Persons who support current policy point out that Gazans are 
turning against the Islamists. There is real distress at economic hard-
ships and anger at the Islamists’ brutal behavior. . . . [However], [b]y 
boycotting the security, judicial and other government sectors . . . 
[the] PA created a vacuum Hamas filled. . . . Economic punishment 
designed to hurt the rulers has hurt the ruled. Hamas finds ways to 
finance its government and can invoke the siege to justify its more 
ruthless practices. . . . Moreover, Hamas has had successes. Its new 
security force gradually restored order as militiamen curbed gunfire 
and kinsmen reduced inter-clan blood feuds. Criminal activity and 
mafia feuding have been sharply curbed. . . , Gazans blame Hamas 
for being unable to end the siege but also blame Israel for imposing 
it, the West for supporting it and Fatah for acquiescing in it. Military 
talk empowers Hamas’s more militant, armed elements and boosts 
the movement’s standing. Poverty and hopelessness boost the appeal 
of jihadi groups, particularly among under-sixteen Gazans—half the 
population.98

Impact on Islamist Social Institutions and Notions of Civism

Although the performance of the Hamas-led government has been the 
subject of praise (reestablishing law, order, and security) and condemna-
tion (human rights violations in particular and refusal to release Gilad 
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Shalit), the fight, as it were—the nature of the resistance—became cen-
tered on power, not reform, a critical departure from the Oslo period.99

One poignant illustration is seen in the civic institutional sector, which 
has become a battleground for factional power struggles and the frame-
work for a discourse promoting the greater Islamization of society—in 
striking contrast to its role during Oslo.

The struggle over power affects the institutional sector in three pri-
mary ways. First, the attack as directed by the Abbas government against 
Islamist social institutions is clearly based on an understanding of the 
sector’s role as the spinal cord of the movement. The Ramallah-based 
government aims to remove Islamic social support services and replace 
them, if possible, with institutional sources loyal to itself—thereby using 
the institutional sector to generate sustained political support for Fatah.

However, this attack against Hamas’s institutional infrastructure has 
another, equally powerful (although, perhaps, less obvious) imperative, 
itself articulated to me by some Fatah activists: to diminish the sector’s 
organizational, administrative, and managerial capacities, making it less 
competitive with Fatah’s own and less of a mirror to Fatah’s internal 
deficiencies and weakness. The aim, too, is to prevent the mobilization 
of people around a positive or productive agenda that was defined by 
Hamas. Hence, it was not only a matter of eliminating political competi-
tors but of removing competent and socially productive ones.

According to Israeli security officials, the PNA successfully stepped up 
its attacks against Hamas’s civilian infrastructure in the West Bank dur-
ing the summer of 2008 and in August managed to close an additional 
forty-five Hamas-affiliated institutions and otherwise took over the ad-
ministration of others (including some previously closed by Israel). Af-
fected institutions included a benevolent association, charities, a cultural 
center, an orphanage, schools, and printing presses.100 Clearly, it was far 
easier for Fatah to attack Islamist social institutions than their military 
counterparts.101

At a security coordination meeting between Israeli and Palestinian se-
curity commanders, which according to the Israeli newspaper Yediot Ah-
ronot took place on September 19, 2008, Palestinian security officials re-
vealed their plans for a violent confrontation against Hamas toward the 
end of 2008 just before Abbas’s presidential term was set to expire (and 
after which Khaled Meshal declared that Abbas’s government would no 
longer be legitimate). Majed Faraj, the head of the Fayyad government’s 
military intelligence, apparently told his Israeli counterparts:

Now every name of a Hamas institution you gave us is handled. 
You recently gave us the name[s] of 64 institutions—until today we 
have finished dealing with 50 of them. We closed some. In others, we 
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changed the management. We have also laid a hand on their funds 
[Israel gave the PNA numbers of 150 bank accounts that were sus-
pected of being connected to terror organizations. The PNA closed 
300 accounts].

I have two comments. First of all, once we used to think 1,000 
times before entering a mosque. Today we enter every mosque when 
necessary. Don’t understand from this that you are also permitted to 
enter. On the contrary: because you don’t enter, we are able to. We 
also enter the universities, including the Islamic College in Hebron. 
We are doing our best. Even if we don’t have a 100 percent success 
rate, our motivation is 100 percent.102

Second, the attack against social institutions has a decidedly retalia-
tory character, fueling political violence. Fatah attacks Hamas-linked
institutions—charities, orphanages, cultural centers, printing shops, sew-
ing workshops, and stores—in the West Bank, raiding and confiscating 
materials and forcing some to close,103 and Hamas does the same to Fatah 
institutions in the Gaza Strip.104 In July 2008, for example, Hamas secu-
rity forces shut down 70 civil society organizations and charities linked 
to Fatah (reopened a month later), seized the office of the WAFA news 
agency run by President Abbas, banned certain newspapers, and stormed 
40 other Fatah offices in response to a mysterious blast that killed a 
girl and five members of Hamas’s armed wing on the beach in Gaza on 
July 25.105

According to the Palestinian Centre for Human Rights, Hamas at-
tacked 152 civil society organizations—“belonging to, believed to be 
close to, or even not linked at all to Fatah”106 throughout Gaza in July 
2008. According to the PNA daily al-Hayat al-Jadida, Hamas also ab-
ducted 166 Fatah cadres.107 The attacks continued in October 2008 
when President Abbas deployed hundreds of troops to Hebron arrest-
ing Hamas officials and launching a “zealous operation against Hamas 
infrastructure,” aiming their attacks at Islamic charitable associations in 
particular. According to Prime Minister Fayyad, this was done to bring 
security to the citizens of Hebron and was carried out with the approval 
of the Israeli authorities.108

Social institutions are also violated by Hamas and Fatah without 
provocation, as was the case when members of the pro-Hamas Islamic 
bloc stormed the campus of Gaza’s al-Azhar University in October 2008, 
violating an administrative decision to freeze political activities on cam-
pus and precipitating violence with Fatah student groups.109 These at-
tacks also included arrest campaigns against academics, religious leaders, 
school principals, journalists, community figures, university students, and 
elected municipality officials and political supporters of one side or the 
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other.110 In November 2008, al-Hayat al-Jadida reported that Hamas de-
clared Fatah an illegal organization in Gaza and imposed restrictions on 
its social and humanitarian activities. According to the paper, members 
of the Fatah movement were threatened with kidnapping and torture 
should any activities be implemented on behalf of Fatah including hu-
manitarian activities.111

This factional and retaliatory behavior is further seen in a decision by 
the Fayyad government ordering seventy thousand PNA employees in 
Gaza not to report to work for the Haniyeh government or else lose their 
salaries (not everyone complied). This order was implemented gradually 
and included a series of strikes in the health and educational sectors. On 
August 29, 2008, for example, the Health Workers’ Union in Ramallah 
called for a strike in the Gaza Strip protesting the decision by Gaza’s 
Ministry of Health (MOH) to dismiss forty employees. It called for the 
suspension of all health services. The Hamas government claimed that 
the strikes were political in nature, coinciding with Ramallah’s proposals 
to designate the Strip a “rebel territory.”112

In eight MOH hospitals surveyed, 48 percent of health personnel were 
striking, including medical doctors (31 percent) and nurses (25 per-
cent).113 The MOH in Gaza responded by threatening the strikers with 
closure of their private clinics, pharmacies, and laboratories.114 By Sep-
tember 22, 2008, 32 percent of all health personnel remained on strike 
in eight MOH hospitals: 25 percent of doctors, 29 percent of nurses, 
and 42 percent of other professionals. Two out of six hospitals declared 
emergency status, suspending all nonemergency health services, while the 
other six maintained full capacity even with a staff shortage.

Hamas’s Internal Security forces compelled some hospital staff associ-
ated with very critical and rare specializations to return to work and 
closed the private clinics of striking doctors. In other cases Hamas ap-
pointed health care workers who were reportedly poorly trained and 
unfit for their assignments, a problem that was deepened by the rapidly 
eroding stocks of pharmaceuticals.115 Hamas imposed harsh measures on 
community-based organizations. They were informed not to recruit or 
accept voluntary work from any striking health professional; a violation 
of this directive would result in the seizure of their organization.116

An analysis of the health strike by a member of the Union of Health 
Work Committees in Gaza clearly captures the terrible significance of the 
strike, particularly for the viability of civic institutions:

The relationship between the two health ministries is still very dog-
matic. The two Ministries are still giving contradictory decisions 
to their employees. Each Minister (Ramallah versus Gaza) reverses 
the decisions taken by the other side. Now, for hospitals and other 
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central organizations, we have two directors; one appointed by each 
minister and employees are divided between the two.

Employees live in a very uncertain environment and don’t know 
to whom to report, to whom to listen and to whom to respond. 
This situation is dramatically affecting the ability of the MOH to 
deliver the services. One symbol of this is the long strike, which ad-
versely affects the provision of services. Both ministers give priorities 
to their political agendas and their parties’ interests [at] the price of 
professionalism and this is resulting in appointing the wrong people 
at the wrong places. . . . The achievements . . . [of] the last decade are 
now being dramatically erod[ed].117

Similar problems affected the education sector, which also went on 
strike on August 24, 2008. The General Union of Palestinian Teachers, 
which is aligned with Fatah, called on teachers to protest “arbitrary de-
cisions” taken by the Ministry of Education in Gaza. These decisions 
included “transferring school directors and teachers to other schools, ar-
resting a number of directors and teachers, attacking janitors and con-
fiscating keys to schools.”118 Approximately 50 percent of PNA school-
teachers in Gaza were on strike by September 2, 2008. Hamas officials 
were able to recruit new teachers to replace the strikers, but on Sep-
tember 1, 80 percent of the administrative staff of al-Aqsa University 
joined in. By September 5, 2008, 50 percent of teachers (and 48 percent 
of medical workers) were on strike in Gaza.119 By mid-November the 
strike had caused disruption in 381 government schools serving approxi-
mately 250,000 students.120

However, despite the immediate burdens imposed (and the fact that 
the strikes had not officially ended by early 2010), the longer-term effect 
of the strikes was to allow the Haniyeh government to replace thousands 
of public sector employees (who numbered thirty-two thousand in 2010) 
with Hamas members and supporters, consolidating Hamas’s control 
over the social agenda and service delivery. Furthermore, the government 
had inherited a well-developed administrative apparatus that it employed 
with greater “coherence, effectiveness, and efficiency than had its pre-
decessors.” This was achieved in part with the help of PNA personnel 
who reported to work and a growing pool of university graduates among 
Hamas’s supporters whom the government employed.121

The third form of attack on Islamic civil infrastructure comes from Is-
rael and is directed at “philanthropic and social service networks”122—city
malls, schools, charities, orphanages, soup kitchens, sewing workshops, 
health centers, media organizations, mosques, and municipal councils. 
Typically, associations considered linked or otherwise related to Hamas 
are raided, their offices are ransacked, and then they are arbitrarily closed. 
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Between 2006 and 2008, Israeli forces closed down over fifty charities in 
Qalqilya and Hebron, according to the United Nations.123 In July 2008, 
following the February closure of the ICS (and its affiliated programs 
including the al-Anwar Library), 120 Israeli military vehicles stormed the 
city of Nablus to raid “suspicious” Palestinian associations. One place 
that was attacked was Nablus’s shopping mall consisting of fifty shops 
and offices, all privately owned.124

Because the head of the mall’s administration, Adli Yayish, was affiliated 
with Hamas, the mall’s various owners were accused of funding Hamas 
and encouraging terrorism. Their stores and offices were ransacked, and 
some were sealed. The Israeli army commander posted notices that said, 
“Anyone found in this center will be considered as working on behalf 
of Hamas and puts himself and his properties in danger.”125 Initially the 
mall’s ownership was to revert to Israel, but after an agreement between 
Israel and the PNA, the mall was reopened under PNA leadership after 
the PNA dismissed the mall’s board of directors.126 In a similar agree-
ment with the Israeli authorities, the PNA reopened the ICS (and its af-
filiated institutions) under a Fatah-led administration that was appointed 
by decree. The Islamist administration of the al-Ahli Hospital also was 
replaced with PNA supporters. In fact, well before May 2009, Israel had 
“passed on the handling of the containment effort to the PA, which con-
tinues to raid Hamas-run institutions and arrest its activists.”127

According to the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, in July 
2008 Israel outlawed 36 NGOs in the West Bank considered linked to 
Hamas through fund-raising. PNA officials were reported to have closed 
68 Hamas institutions, confiscating NIS 8.5 million. These same PNA 
officials also initiated a process of “replac[ing] Hamas leaders on zakat
committee boards and audit[ing] the many NGOs that Hamas quickly—
and often improperly—approved while heading the National Unity Gov-
ernment from March to June 2007.”128

The use of civic institutions as a political battleground points to the 
growing inability of Hamas to provide social services as it once did—
despite its total control over service delivery in the Gaza Strip—itself a 
result of the movement’s primary focus on governance and political sur-
vival. Indeed, when Hamas had less support and less power among Pal-
estinians, as it did during the Oslo period, ISIs operated more profession-
ally and less politically, ideologically, and coercively than they have since, 
after Hamas gained real political power and a broader base of support.

Following Israel’s December 2008 attack on Gaza (see the postscript 
below), the Haniyeh government pursued a more vigorous policy against 
NGOs in the Gaza Strip. Prior to the attack, it was mostly Fatah-affiliated 
institutions that were restricted or shuttered, typically in retaliation for 
similar measures taken against ISIs in the West Bank. Other, independent 
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NGOs were largely left alone. Since the end of the Israeli assault in Janu-
ary 2009, the Haniyeh government has required all NGOs to reregister 
with the Ministry of Interior and obtain prior permission for all pro-
grammatic activities. According to Yezid Sayigh,

Again, this mirrored the new requirements applied by its PA coun-
terpart in the West Bank; and, as there, it offered a means of politi-
cal vetting. It may also have sought to limit the role of independent 
NGOs in the reconstruction of Gaza after Operation Cast Lead [the 
Israeli attack], so as to “crowd out” political competition with the 
government. These measures do yet amount to a sustained cam-
paign, however: a number of NGOs that refused to comply have not 
suffered sanctions. It is not clear, however, if police intervention on 
several occasions to restore NGO premises or equipment seized by 
unidentified gunmen reflects the government’s commitment to up-
holding the law, its inability to impose its will on Hamas militants, 
or a covert division of roles intended to intimidate independent 
NGOs.129

According to the Palestinian Centre for Human Rights in Gaza, there 
also have been more attacks against foreign-based and local, independent 
(human rights) NGOs in Gaza by unknown assailants.130 For example, 
according to the United Nations, Hamas raided the offices of several 
NGOs including UN partner organizations, some of which were ordered 
to suspend their programs. Six organizations were reportedly targeted 
including those running care centers for women and children.131 In the 
latter part of May 2010, furthermore, the Hamas Ministry of the Interior 
prevented a number of public activities organized by local (non-Islamic) 
NGOs to mark the anniversary of the nakba including a sit-in by the 
Palestinian NGO network, a workshop organized by the Independent 
Commission for Human Rights, and an event planned by the General 
Union of Palestinian Women.132 On June 11, in violation of the Palestin-
ian Basic Law, the Interior Ministry in Gaza issued Decision no. 48/2010, 
which states in part:

All civil employees abstaining from joining their jobs in the civil ser-
vice sector shall be prohibited from being affiliated to general assem-
blies of charitable and civil society organizations, or joining these or-
ganizations as employees or as members of their board of directors. 
The board of directors of any of the above-mentioned organizations 
shall not be approved if it includes a member who is an employee 
abstaining from joining his/her job in the civil service sector.133

Another illustration of the government’s more coercive approach 
is seen in the way it is dealing with the delivery of desperately needed 
humanitarian assistance to Gaza. According to international NGOs 
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(INGOs), Hamas is seriously constricting the space for aid delivery. In 
2010 a sophisticated and elaborate immigration facility was established 
near the border with Israel through which INGO officials and staff must 
pass before entering Gaza. While such border checks are expected, INGO 
officials have complained about the increasingly onerous processes they 
are put through by Hamas officials, including having all their official 
documentation opened and photocopied, including checks for vendors; 
periodic confiscation of equipment and attempted confiscation of mon-
ies; and demands for lists of INGO staff and dollar amounts paid to 
beneficiaries.134

INGOs are particularly concerned about one emerging problem: the 
growing (but as yet unrealized) demands by Hamas that foreign aid pro-
viders pay value-added taxes (VAT) to the Hamas government, which 
they cannot do under the rules established by the Quartet, since it would 
constitute an official recognition of the Islamist government—still con-
sidered illegal. According to the director of a U.S. aid organization work-
ing in Gaza with nearly thirty years of experience in the region, “We 
understand the need of the Hamas government to rule and be considered 
legitimate and we have worked hard to remain neutral and impartial 
so we can do our work. If Hamas demands VAT from our vendors who 
then demand it of us, and insist we coordinate everything with them, the 
INGO community will be forced to back out of Gaza bit by bit and this 
would be a tragedy for everyone. There is a growing lack of good faith 
on the part of the Hamas government and it is very worrisome. In fact, 
some people in Hamas have told us that they don’t want us here. They 
tell us, God will provide.”135 This represents a critical change from the 
Oslo period.

Civic institutions have become legitimate political and military targets 
for both sides, their societal mission subsumed by factional competition, 
political violence, and the struggle over who will govern.136 The growing 
transformation of the Islamist social sector as a site for civic reform to one 
of ideological conformity is further complicated by the fact that ISIs have 
become sites for what appears to be a broad-based initiative on the part 
of the Hamas government to encourage the greater Islamization of soci-
ety—itself a direct response to the political challenge posed not only by 
Fatah but also by the steady emergence of more extreme Islamist groups 
in Gaza—representing perhaps the greatest change since the Oslo period.

The Rise of Salafist Groups and the Growing Islamization of Society 
in Gaza—ISIs as the Site of Religious Indoctrination?

For some time, Hamas has had to contend with the rise of radical, anti-
Hamas Salafist groups in Gaza.137 Small and with no direct ties to al-
Qaeda, the Salafists in Gaza have strengthened over the last few years, 
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operating independently of the Hamas leadership.138 Salafists such as the 
Jund Ansar Allah (JAA) (Soldiers of the Supporters of God) refuse any 
form of diplomatic or political engagement or moderate interpretation of 
Islam in favor of violent extremism. They accuse Hamas of political and 
religious treason, arguing that by assuming the daily tasks of government 
and public service delivery (and participating in elections), Hamas has 
undermined its nationalistic and Islamic purity, weakening its resolve to 
fight Israel and to implement sharia law.139

For example, on May 23, 2010, approximately thirty armed and 
masked men attacked and set fire to an UNRWA recreation facility that 
was under construction at Sheikh Ajleen beach as part of UNRWA’s an-
nual summer games program for refugee children. The gunmen tied up 
the guard and gave him a warning letter containing three bullets for 
UNRWA’s director John Ging. The letter read in part: “We were shocked 
when we heard about establishing beach locations for girls at the age of 
puberty and adolescence aiming to attack Muslims’ honor and morality. 
You have to know that we will give away our blood and life but we won’t 
let this happen and will not let you malicious people beat us. So you either 
leave your plans or wait for your destiny.”140 In an accompanying leaflet, 
the authors, who call themselves the Homeland Freemen, expressed out-
rage over the mixing of the sexes, particularly female teachers working in 
boys’ schools; female students being taught to swim and dance on Gaza’s 
beaches; and sending female students on trips to America and Europe.

Hamas’s strategy for dealing with these groups has changed over time 
from acceptance to rejection. Initially, Hamas did not consider the Salaf-
ists a threat and even collaborated with them in the kidnapping of Gilad 
Shalit.141 Today, however, any attempt to challenge Hamas’s authority is 
met with a furious response.

One such response led to terrible clashes (that left 24 dead and 130 
wounded) between the JAA and Hamas security forces on August 14, 
2009, when the JAA declared an Islamic “emirate” in Rafah.142 A par-
ticular threat is the al-Qaeda-inspired Jaljalat, “an amorphous network 
of armed militants believed . . . to number some 2,500–3,000,”143 includ-
ing many members of the Qassam Brigades who want to return to armed 
resistance against Israel (other estimates place the number of adherents in 
the hundreds144). Other Salafist groups were targeted in early 2010 after 
being accused by the government of having joined with Fatah activists in 
plots against Hamas.

The challenge posed by the Salafists, which also is a product of Gaza’s 
prolonged isolation from the outside world and continuous socioeco-
nomic deterioration, is primarily political but one with pronounced so-
cial implications, particularly since they seek the deeper Islamization of 
society. According to several (non-Islamic) NGO officials interviewed in 
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Gaza in August 2009, the reason for Hamas’s violent response in Rafah 
and need to assert greater if not total control over Gaza’s Islamic infra-
structure (e.g., schools, health clinics, zakat committees, mosques) is to 
ensure that Hamas remains the only representative of political and social 
Islam in Palestine. Hence, there is an imperative to eliminate not only po-
litical rivals but also Islamic ones. In order to “compete,” as it were, and 
contain the dual threat posed by the Salafists, the Haniyeh government 
has encouraged, albeit carefully and cautiously, the greater Islamization 
of Gazan society through the da‘wa arm of Hamas.145

Conservative female dress codes were among the first measures to be 
enforced. In the summer of 2009, headmasters at several government 
schools required young girls to wear the hijab and jilbab and sent home 
several girls wearing jeans. Although the Education Ministry said these 
policies derived from the schools and not from the government, they were 
implemented with government support. No individual wants to be seen 
as (and is no doubt fearful of) defying Islamic rules, although there were 
many reports in Gaza at the time that parents were desperately seeking 
placements for their daughters in private schools, which could not ac-
commodate all the requests.

On July 26, Supreme Court justice Abdel Raouf al-Halabi ordered 
women lawyers appearing in his court to wear hijabs (which most do 
anyway). Nearly all of Gaza’s 150 female attorneys challenged the ruling 
on the grounds that it was illegal and beyond the justice’s power, forcing 
him to rescind his order. In this case and in some others the government 
retreated, but other, less public measures continued to be imposed. For 
example, girls have been banned from riding behind men on motor scoot-
ers; male hairdressers have been banned from women’s salons; boys and 
girls are forbidden to sit together on beaches or dance together in public 
ceremonies; boys are forbidden to appear shirtless on beaches; alcoholic 
beverages are forbidden, and warnings exist against card playing and 
dating.146 Furthermore, NGOs have been notified by the Internal Security 
Agency that joint activities involving girls and boys will incur an auto-
matic fine.147

An internal memo from an official with a foreign-based NGO working 
in Gaza offers an interesting assessment of the Islamization campaign 
and the way the government is implementing it:

One of my colleagues has a close relative who works in the Hamas 
Ministry of Education. He said that he asked his relative whether or 
not the new rules about new regulations regarding girls’ dress codes 
were official or unofficial, and the relative said that—while the Min-
istry of Education has made no official statement to the public—the 
new rules are backed by the government.
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This same colleague sent his girls to school on Monday wearing 
jeans and headscarves. They came home yesterday and said, “Dad, 
we have to wear abbaya and jilbab now.” They went to school today 
wearing conservative dress that would keep them out of trouble. . . . 
I also talked to a Palestinian journalist friend of mine who was on 
her way to Bashir Al Rayyis school today to interview administra-
tors about the new policy, which has led to threats of expulsion for 
non-compliance. She confirmed that girls at Bashir Al Rayyis and 
other Gaza City girls’ schools are now required to wear conservative 
dress. In some schools, there are signs out front that remind girls that 
conservative dress in now the rule.

The question remains as to why the Ministry of Education won’t 
just come out and say that they’ve put the new rule in place, and why 
they’re leaving it up to schools to enforce and promote the rule on 
their own.148

The retreat from overt Islamization on the part of the government is 
due, in part, to Hamas’s desire for international acceptance and to be 
seen as it once, and arguably still, sees itself: as a moderate (and po-
litically successful) Islamic movement. A willingness to rule by religious 
edict also would undermine Hamas’s claim to legitimacy under Palestin-
ian civil law (which established the guidelines for the 2006 legislative 
elections) and would risk provoking secular-ruled Arab countries such 
as Egypt.149 Yet the government’s trial-and-error approach to imposing 
more rigid Islamic social codes reflects the strategic predicament in which 
it finds itself: caught between a desire for international legitimacy on the 
one hand and a growing embrace of militancy and Islamization on the 
other.150 And the largely unrelieved siege of Gaza diminishes any possibil-
ity of meaningful change.

A Concluding Note

In the almost two decades since the Oslo process began, the quality of 
life in Palestine has declined markedly. The political, economic, and social 
possibilities of the past—both real and illusory—have since disappeared. 
It is striking that one theme that powerfully emerged from my interviews 
with members of the Islamist movement over a decade ago was the fear 
that Palestinians would lose an internal sense of self and purpose, result-
ing from the steady decline of society and itself a factor contributing to 
it. It seems they were not wrong. The losses are found in all areas of Pal-
estinian life. Yet the most profound are seen in a fragmenting social order 
where cohesion is defined by the boundaries of the enclave and solidarity 
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by the ability to live within it. Without the capacity to rise above the 
divisiveness that entraps them, to elevate discussion and action toward 
something larger, Palestinians will continue to experience decline in all 
facets of life and remain vulnerable to Israeli oppression.151 The impera-
tive and the challenge is primarily an internal one, for the external forces 
positioned against the Palestinian people, particularly in the aftermath 
of the assault on Gaza and the continued failure of the U.S. government 
to challenge Israeli policies and fairly address Palestinian grievances, will 
not diminish anytime soon.

The denial of society, of any collective and communal sense of being—
something Hamas understood and once worked hard to provide—is the 
greatest threat facing Palestinians. Yet, as I have hopefully made clear, 
the dissolution is not Hamas’s fault alone, nor is its solution Hamas’s 
responsibility alone.



Postscript

THE DEVASTATION OF GAZA—SOME ADDITIONAL

REFLECTIONS ON WHERE WE ARE NOW

At Appomattox, the story of the war was to all intents 
and purposes over. At least it was over for the winners. 
They assimilated it as confidence, as self-respect, as an 
unconscious faith in the existing order of things. But 
for the losers, war is a different story—different from 
the story the winners tell, different from the story that 
either the most even-handed or the most polemical of 
the historians tell, and different from the whole idea 
that stories have sharp boundaries within which they 
are contained and concluded. The loser’s story is less 
a thing to comprehend than a means of comprehen-
sion. It infiltrates the individual psyche as well as the 
collective one. It cannot allow its ingrained politics to 
be examined and negotiated, because it cannot allow 
them to be written off. Pride, identity, grief, and griev-
ance coalesce in the story of defeat. They keep it alive; 

it keeps them alive.
—Franklin Burroughs1

If men do not build, asks the poet, how shall they live?2

On December 27, 2008, Israel launched a massive assault against the 
Gaza Strip that killed 1,417 Palestinians—926 of whom were civilians 
including 313 children—in three weeks.3 This is nearly equivalent to the 
number of people killed in Afghanistan during the whole of 2007.4 In ad-
dition, 5,303 Palestinians were wounded, including 1,606 children and 
828 women.5 The total number of Israelis killed came to 10 soldiers (4 
killed by friendly fire) and 3 civilians, meaning that the ratio of total Pal-
estinians to Israelis killed was around 100:1, while the ratio of civilians 
killed was around 300:1.

The immediate pretext for Israel’s attack was Hamas rocket fire into 
Israel and Israel’s right to defend itself, but this does not explain the 
disproportionality of the Israeli attack, especially against the history of 
severe sanctions and attacks in the preceding months and years.6 While 
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no one disputes a nation’s right to self-defense, the record demonstrates 
that Israel was the far greater aggressor.7 This is made clear in the many 
human rights reports issued after the war, notably those by Amnesty In-
ternational and Human Rights Watch and, most famously, the Report of 
the United Nations Fact Finding Mission on the Gaza Conflict or Gold-
stone Report.

The devastating assault on Gaza was not only about destroying Hamas 
as a political force; in fact, Hamas rockets had very little if anything to 
do with Israel’s attack. (Furthermore, various human rights reports and 
IDF soldier testimonies make it clear that Israeli forces encountered little 
if any resistance by Hamas fighters. In fact, not a single battle was fought 
either in densely or sparsely populated areas for the twenty-two days of 
the war. According to Amnesty International, many of the Palestinians 
killed were not caught in crossfire but were killed in their homes while 
they slept or going about their daily routine.8 And these reports were 
clear to point out that although Hamas, like Israel, was guilty of war 
crimes, it was on a far smaller scale.)

This was an attack against the Palestinian people and their continued 
resistance—be it by Hamas or by the people of Gaza—and their con-
sistent refusal to accede to Israeli demands and conditions. The Israeli 
government argued that since all Palestinians in Gaza supported Hamas, 
there were no true civilians in Gaza and all attacks against them were 
therefore justified, including the reduction and denial of humanitarian 
supplies, military incursions and invasions, and the continued assassina-
tion of the Hamas leadership.

Unlike the West Bank, which has effectively been subdued by Israeli 
policies of land expropriation, settler expansion, territorial cantoniza-
tion, demographic isolation, extrajudicial assassinations, and other forms 
of military control (now supported by a cooperative PNA security struc-
ture), Gaza has continued to resist and defy. This is a characteristic fea-
ture of Israel’s relationship with Gaza and has been since 1967. In this 
regard, Israel’s attack—which destroyed or partly destroyed 6,300 Pales-
tinian homes (compared with the near-destruction of one Israeli home), 
18 schools, and 30 mosques, and destroyed or damaged 280 schools and 
kindergartens, 1,500 factories and workshops, and nearly half of Gaza’s 
122 health facilities including 15 hospitals9—was also about pacification 
and sending a clear message to Palestinians in the West Bank that says 
Israel will not withdraw from settlements or return any lands already 
taken. This linkage is critically important, yet little noticed or understood.

There were other reasons for the war on Gaza. One was to enhance 
Israel’s deterrence capacity, particularly after its defeat in Lebanon in July 
2006, and to rehabilitate Israel’s image as an effective ally in the Ameri-
can-led war against terror.10 But most importantly, perhaps, Israel’s attack 
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came after a period of quiet in which several changes were beginning to 
(re)emerge: perhaps most critical was the clear indication by Hamas—
from the leadership in both Damascus and Gaza—that it was seeking a 
settlement of the conflict along June 1967 borders, a territorial compro-
mise that successive Israeli governments have been unwilling to make 
because of their desire to maintain control over the West Bank. Israel’s 
preference for expansion over security has historically been expressed in 
policies that have consistently sought to delay political accommodation 
and compromise and eliminate the threat of political settlement, and in 
the “desperate fear of diplomacy.”11

In this regard, the assault on Gaza was no different. Former Mossad 
director Ephraim Halevy made it clear that Israel was well aware of 
Hamas’s willingness to reach a compromise based on a two-state solu-
tion. In December 2008, shortly before Israel attacked Gaza, Halevy told 
the Israeli cabinet: “The Hamas leadership has recognized that its ideo-
logical goal is not attainable and will not be in the foreseeable future. 
They are ready and willing to see the establishment of a Palestinian state 
in the temporary borders of 1967. . . . They know that the moment a Pal-
estinian state is established with their cooperation, they will be obligated 
to change the rules of the game. They will have to adopt a path that could 
lead them far from their original ideological goals.”12

Furthermore, Yuval Diskin, head of Israel’s Shin Bet, insisted that 
Hamas was interested in renewing the relative calm with Israel, a fact 
fully discussed in a report issued by the Israeli Intelligence and Terror-
ism Information Center and released by Israel’s Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs.13 In fact this report stated: “The lull was sporadically violated by 
rocket and mortar shell fire, carried out by rogue terrorist organizations, 
in some instance in defiance of Hamas. . . . At the same time, the [Hamas] 
movement tried to enforce the arrangement on the other terrorist organi-
zations and to prevent them from violating it.” Diskin told the Israeli cab-
inet that Hamas would renew the truce if Israel lifted the siege of Gaza, 
stopped military attacks, and extended the truce to the West Bank.14 In 
fact, all the evidence strongly suggests that if Israel’s goal was truly to end 
Hamas rocket fire, it could have done so immediately just by easing the 
economic blockade of Gaza, which was Hamas’s primary condition for 
continuing the cease-fire. This begs certain questions: Does Israel have 
peaceful short-term alternatives to the use of force in response to rockets 
from Gaza?15 and, What is the real goal of the economic blockade?

Thus, as Norman Finkelstein argues, Israel likely feared that the Is-
lamic movement would be regarded as a credible and legitimate negoti-
ating partner able to extract certain meaningful concessions, which the 
PNA—whether under Arafat or Abbas—could not. This would enhance 
the standing of the Islamists—not only among Palestinians, but also 
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within the international community. Israel would find it increasingly dif-
ficult to reject Hamas, and it would be only a matter of time before inter-
national pressure, particularly from the Europeans, would be placed on 
Israel to negotiate.16 Hence Israel had to “fend off the latest threat posed 
by Palestinian moderation . . . and [eliminate Hamas] as a legitimate ne-
gotiating partner.”17

Furthermore, during the six-month period of the truce  (June–December
2008) consensus was beginning to emerge, both among the international 
community and within certain sectors in Israel, for restarting a political 
process, engaging Hamas directly or indirectly, freezing Israeli settlement 
expansion, and boycotting Israeli settlement products. There were also 
efforts, albeit troubled, by the Egyptian government to mediate internal 
divisions between Hamas and Fatah and reunify the Palestinian govern-
ment, a critical prerequisite to achieving any kind of workable political 
agreement. In fact, Israel’s attack occurred just before a scheduled meet-
ing between Fatah and Hamas in Cairo that had been aimed at political 
reconciliation and unification.18

Israel had been preparing to attack Gaza long before the June 2008 
cease-fire. As Defense Minister Ehud Barak stated openly to the Israeli 
press in January 2009, “A two-year intensive effort that included train-
ing, amassing supplies, renewing equipment and acquainting the com-
manders with the necessary issues has come to fruition.”19 In fact, this 
training took place at the National Urban Training Center (NUTC)—a 
7.4-square-mile generic city known as Baladia City—built in the Negev 
Desert by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and funded largely from 
U.S. military aid. Israel had been preparing its forces to fight in four the-
aters: Gaza, Lebanon, the West Bank, and Syria. The commander of the 
NUTC also commands the IDF’s Gaza Division. According to the Marine
Corps Times, Baladia City is located at the Tze’elim training base, “less 
than nine miles east of Rafah, a terrorist-ridden smugglers’ haven that 
straddles the Gaza-Egyptian border, [and] naturally resembles the sandy, 
arid terrain of the Palestinian coastal strip.”20

According to Ha’aretz, Israel negotiated the June 2008 truce only be-
cause the Israeli army needed time to prepare and had no intention of 
meeting the terms it had agreed to, including an easing of the economic 
blockade.21 The provocation conveniently arrived on November 4, 2008, 
as the international community was focused on the U.S. presidential elec-
tions. Israel claimed that Hamas was digging a tunnel close to the border 
fence to abduct Israeli soldiers. The tunnel clearly existed, although it is 
debatable whether Hamas would have risked a successful truce and the 
possibility of political negotiations to abduct Israeli soldiers at a point 
when holding them would yield relatively little strategic value. Accord-
ing to Zvi Barel of Ha’aretz, “[The tunnel] was not a clear and present 
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danger: Its existence was always known and its use could have been pre-
vented on the Israeli side, or at least the soldiers stationed beside it re-
moved from harm’s way. It is impossible to claim that those who decided 
to blow up the tunnel were simply being thoughtless. The military estab-
lishment was aware of the immediate implications of the measure, as well 
as of the fact that the policy of ‘controlled entry’ into a narrow area of 
the Strip leads to the same place: an end to the lull. That is policy—not a 
tactical decision by a commander on the ground.”22

Furthermore, it should be noted that a rocket has never been fired 
at Israel from the West Bank. Yet, during the period of the truce, Israel 
continued and indeed intensified its policies of extrajudicial killings, set-
tler expansion, land theft, territorial cantonization, movement restric-
tions, home demolitions, and other measures against Palestinians in the 
West Bank, the control of which remains uppermost on Israel’s politi-
cal agenda. According to the European Union, the Israeli government is 
using “settlement expansion, house demolitions, discriminatory housing 
policies and the West Bank barrier as a way of ‘actively pursuing the il-
legal annexation’ of East Jerusalem.”23

Israel’s rejection of meaningful territorial compromise and a viable 
two-state solution has assumed many forms over time. One of the most 
damaging has been the physical and demographic separation and iso-
lation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, which was largely completed 
by 1998 during the Oslo period. Separation was designed to sever Gaza 
from the West Bank and East Jerusalem and, hence, from “its population, 
its education centres and health services, from jobs in Israel and from 
family members and friends.”24

With the withdrawal of Israeli settlers from Gaza in August 2005 dur-
ing Israel’s disengagement, the political separation of the two territories 
was effectively sealed and the foundation for a Palestinian state effectively 
destroyed. Yet Israel retained total control, both direct and indirect, of 
Palestinian “land, borders, resources, water, population registry, econom-
ics, construction, education, health and medical services,”25 in both Gaza 
and the West Bank. This state of affairs not only thwarted Palestinian po-
litical and economic cohesion; it also weakened the sense of national unity 
or community among Palestinians (where identity is now constructed by 
geography), and has been a critical factor in allowing Israel to isolate and 
control the Gaza Strip and to consolidate its control over the West Bank.

It is difficult to imagine that these measures, among others, are about 
peace or security. This leads to my second main point: The subjection of 
Gaza (and the West Bank) is not a discrete event without history or con-
text, despite the fact that it has been portrayed that way. The December 
2008 attack did not emerge in a vacuum but is a tragic though inevitable 
part of a far larger context of prolonged Israeli military occupation and 
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colonization that preceded Hamas by several decades and would unde-
niably continue should Hamas disappear from the map tomorrow. This 
occupation, which is the fundamental reason underlying Palestinian re-
sistance, is characterized by economic sanctions, closure, boycotts, and 
siege that have been all but forgotten. In fact, the word “occupation” is 
barely heard any more. The Israeli journalist Amira Hass observes: “since 
the creation of the PNA, Israel has treated the ‘other side’ as sovereign 
and independent—when it wants to. As if the PNA enclaves were not 
under occupation. Thanks to this very effective propaganda, most Israelis 
believe that the creation of the PNA resembles the founding of an inde-
pendent state [and] an ungrateful one at that.”26

Some Reflections on Gaza’s Economy and People

The Israeli occupation has debilitated Gaza’s economy and people, es-
pecially since 2005. Although economic restrictions actually increased 
before Hamas’s electoral victory in January 2006, the deepened sanction 
regime and siege that was subsequently imposed and later intensified in 
June 2007, when Hamas seized control of Gaza, has pauperized Gazans, 
decimated the local economy, and, it appears, created a growing financial 
crisis for Hamas. Indeed, by April 2010 Israel had allowed only 73 com-
mercial items to enter Gaza, compared with 4,000 approved products 
(including building materials) prior to June 2006, when the Israeli soldier 
Gilad Shalit was abducted.27 A key result has been the virtual collapse of 
Gaza’s private sector, which the December assault largely completed.28

If there was a pronounced theme among the many Palestinians, Israelis, 
and internationals I have interviewed in the last four years, it was the 
fear of irreversible decline and irreparable damage to Gaza’s society and 
economy.29 Tragically, for Gazans restoration now defies comprehension.

For example, Gaza’s protracted closure has resulted in the shrinking of 
the private sector: At least 95 percent of Gaza’s industrial establishments 
(3,750 enterprises) were either forced to close or were destroyed between 
2006 and 2010, resulting in a loss of between 100,000 and 120,000 
jobs.30 The vast restrictions on trade have also contributed to the con-
tinued erosion of Gaza’s agricultural sector, which was exacerbated by 
the destruction of five thousand acres of agricultural land and 305 agri-
cultural wells during the 2008 assault.31 These losses also include the de-
struction of 140,965 olive trees, 136,217 citrus trees, 22,745 fruit trees, 
10,365 date trees, and 8,822 other trees.32 Furthermore, many attempts 
by Gazan farmers to replant the soil following the cessation of hostilities 
have failed owing to depletion and contamination of the water and high 
levels of nitrates in the soil. Gaza’s agricultural sector has been further 
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undermined by the buffer zone imposed by Israel on the Strip’s northern 
and eastern perimeters (and by Egypt on Gaza’s southern border) con-
taining some of Gaza’s most fertile land. The zone is officially 300 meters 
wide and 55 kilometers in length, but according to the United Nations, 
farmers entering within 1,000 meters of the border have sometimes been 
fired upon by the IDF.33 Approximately 30–40 percent of Gaza’s total 
agricultural land is contained in the buffer zone.34 There should be little 
doubt that Gaza’s agricultural economy has effectively collapsed.

Gaza’s relatively productive (albeit captive) economy has been reduced 
to one largely dependent on public sector employment, relief aid, and 
smuggling, illustrating the growing informalization of the economy. Even 
before the war, the World Bank had already observed a redistribution of 
wealth from the formal private sector toward black market operators. 
There are many illustrations, but one that is particularly startling con-
cerns changes to the banking sector. A few days after Gaza was declared 
an enemy entity in September 2007, Israel’s banks announced their in-
tention to end all direct transactions with Gaza-based banks and deal 
only with their parent institutions in Ramallah, West Bank. Accordingly, 
the Ramallah-based banks became responsible for currency transfers to 
their branches in the Gaza Strip. However, Israeli regulations prohibit 
the transfer of large amounts of currency without the preapproval of 
the Israeli Ministry of Defense and other Israeli security forces. Conse-
quently, over the last two years, Gaza’s formal banking sector has had 
serious problems in meeting the cash demands of its customers.35 This 
in turn has given rise to an informal banking sector, the hawala bank-
ing system, which is now controlled largely by people affiliated with the 
Hamas-led government, making Hamas Gaza’s key financial middleman. 
Consequently, moneychangers, who can easily generate capital, are now 
arguably stronger than the formal banking system in Gaza, which cannot.

Another powerful expression of Gaza’s growing economic informality 
is its burgeoning tunnel economy, which emerged long ago in response 
to the siege, providing a vital lifeline for an imprisoned population. Ac-
cording to local economists, at least two-thirds of economic activity in 
Gaza was, by early 2010, devoted just to smuggling goods into (but not 
out of) Gaza.36 Yet even this lifeline is threatened as Egypt, apparently as-
sisted by U.S. government engineers, has been building an impenetrable 
underground steel wall along its border with Gaza in an attempt to re-
duce smuggling. At its completion the wall will be nine to ten kilome-
ters long and twenty to thirty meters deep. The tunnels, which Israel has 
long tolerated (despite periodic attacks against them) in order to keep 
the siege intact, have also become an important source of income for the 
Hamas government and its affiliated enterprises, effectively weakening 
traditional and formal businesses and the re-creation of a viable business 
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sector. In this way, the siege on Gaza has led to the slow but steady re-
placement of the formal business sector by a new, largely black market 
sector that rejects registration, regulation, or transparency and, tragically, 
has a vested interest in maintaining the status quo.

Gaza’s economy, now largely devoid of productive activity, favors a 
desperate kind of consumption among both the poor and the rich, but 
it is the former who are unable to meet their needs. Despite billions in 
international pledges that have yet to materialize, the overwhelming ma-
jority of Gazans remain impoverished. The combination of a withering 
private sector and stagnating economy has led to high unemployment 
levels, forcing the majority of people into poverty. Unemployment ranges 
from 31.6 percent in Gaza City to 44.1 percent in Khan Younis;37 accord-
ing to the Palestinian Chamber of Commerce, the de facto unemployment 
rate is closer to 65 percent.38 A critical problem, therefore, is the lack of 
purchasing power. Consequently, at least 75 percent of Gaza’s 1.5 mil-
lion people now require humanitarian aid to meet their basic food needs, 
compared with around 30 percent ten years ago.

Furthermore, access to adequate amounts of food from Israel has been 
a critical problem and one that appears to have grown more acute after 
the cessation of hostilities in mid-January 2009. Internal data from Sep-
tember 2009 through the beginning of January 2010, for example, reveal 
that Israel allowed Gazans no more (and at times less) than 25 percent 
of needed food supplies, with levels having fallen as low as 16 percent.39

During the last two weeks of January, these levels declined even more. Be-
tween January 16, 2010, and January 29, 2010, an average of 24.5 trucks 
of food and supplies per day entered Gaza, or 171.5 trucks per week. 
Given that the Gaza Strip requires 400 trucks of food alone daily to sus-
tain the population, Israel allowed in no more than 6 percent of needed 
food supplies during this two-week period.40 At the end of 2009, the 
Food and Agriculture Organization and World Food Programme stated: 
“The evidence shows that the population is being sustained at the most 
basic or minimum humanitarian standard.”41

In an attempt to challenge Israel’s siege of Gaza, an aid flotilla of pas-
senger boats and cargo ships (led by a pro-Palestinian organization and 
a Turkish NGO) attempted to reach Gaza in late May 2010. However, 
the flotilla was raided by the Israeli navy in international waters and nine 
people were killed. The international condemnation that followed led to 
a decision by Israel’s Security Cabinet on June 20 to adjust its policy to-
ward Gaza. In practical effect, this meant that Israel would list only those 
items that are not allowed into Gaza, which are “limited to weapons and 
war material, including problematic dual-use items”42 and allow, by im-
plication, those items not listed. The cabinet also pledged to increase the 
capacity of current crossings to 250 trucks per day at the Kerem Shalom 
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crossing and the equivalent of 120 truckloads of aggregates daily at the 
conveyor belt operating at the otherwise shuttered Karni crossing. It also 
promised to facilitate the entrance of construction materials for PNA-
approved projects under international supervision and improve access 
for humanitarian cases and staff of international organizations.43

And while it is true that the number of consumer items (e.g., ketchup, 
chocolate, children’s toys, spices, paper, perfume) entering Gaza has in-
creased moderately (although still inadequate to need or to the import 
levels prior to the siege), the most damaging restrictions remain intact. 
For example, raw materials necessary for industry and manufacturing 
and critical for rebuilding Gaza’s shattered economy remain highly re-
stricted and will be allowed in only on a project-by-project basis (projects 
that the Israeli authorities will have to approve).44 “Textiles, industrial-
sized buckets of margarine, and other raw materials are still banned.”45

And even if the vast amounts of needed materials were to gain entry, 
most exports continue to be prohibited, precluding the resumption of 
normal trade and meaningful economic recovery. Furthermore and with 
rare exceptions, Gazans continue to be denied any freedom of movement 
outside the Strip. Movement of people remains limited to certain hu-
manitarian and medical cases and international staff. In a July 2010 High 
Court petition submitted on behalf of a young Gazan woman wishing to 
travel to the West Bank to attend a master’s degree program in human 
rights and democracy at Bir Zeit University, the state of Israel clarified:

Regarding passage for the population, the announcement [of June 
20] did not say anything about expanding the current policy, which 
permits entrance in humanitarian cases, with emphasis on urgent 
medical cases . . . this decision does nothing to expand the criteria 
[for travel], and it certainly does not permit passage for purposes of 
Master’s degree studies.46

In the summer of 2008, approximately 26,000 Gazan workers crossed 
into Israel daily through the Erez terminal in Northern Gaza (itself a dra-
matic reduction from years past). During the last week of June and first 
week of July 2010 an average of 95 people per day passed through Erez 
(travel to the West Bank is all but banned in order to ensure the separa-
tion of the two territories).47

A Final Comment on Hamas and Its Social Institutions

According to the New York Times, a senior Israeli official explained that 
a key goal of Israel’s massive assault on Gaza was the destruction of 
“both aspects of Hamas—its resistance or military wing and its dawa, or 
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social wing. He argued that Hamas was all of a piece . . . and in a war, its 
instruments of political and social control were as legitimate a target as 
its rocket caches.”48 Affirming this position, Reserve Major-General Ami-
ran Levin stated, “What we have to do is act systematically with the aim 
of punishing all the organizations that are firing the rockets and mortars, 
as well as the civilians who are enabling them to fire and hide.” Deputy 
IDF Chief of Staff Dan Harel further warned, “After this operation there 
will not be one Hamas building left standing in Gaza,” while the IDF 
spokesperson, Major Avital Leibowitz, stated, “Anything affiliated with 
Hamas is a legitimate target.”49

This would certainly explain the massive destruction of Gaza’s infra-
structure, including the January 15 assault on the al-Wafa Rehabilitation 
Hospital, which was emblematic of the profound social loss incurred. A 
friend wrote: “Al-Wafa became part of the Israeli finale, as in the Leba-
non war, when some of the worst acts were committed as the war was 
ending. A few days before the ceasefire, al-Wafa was hit by eight artillery 
shells, destroying the men’s ward. Patients had to be discharged to their 
homes or other hospitals—the same day three other hospitals in Gaza 
City were hit.”50 Israel’s aim to destroy Hamas’s social and economic 
infrastructure also explains why the postwar reconstruction of Gaza has 
yet to begin and most likely will not. This is echoed in the Goldstone 
Report, which concludes that the invasion of Gaza constituted “a deliber-
ately disproportionate attack designed to punish, humiliate and terrorize 
a civilian population, radically diminish its local economic capacity both 
to work and to provide for itself, and to force upon it an ever increasing 
sense of dependency and vulnerability.”51

Furthermore, the Abbas government’s attack against Islamist social in-
stitutions continues in the West Bank (as does the Hamas attack against 
Fatah’s in Gaza) and is considered a critical part of a PNA strategy to un-
dermine Hamas. In March 2010, the Jerusalem Post reported that over the 
preceding two years the PNA fired more than three hundred imams sus-
pected of affiliation with Hamas or who had delivered lectures about Islam 
and sharia or provocative speeches in mosques. In addition more than one 
thousand schoolteachers lost their jobs, including members and supporters 
of Hamas, individuals with family members suspected of affiliation with 
Hamas, people who did not support Fatah, and those who “had become 
too religious” and might join Hamas (some teachers claimed they were dis-
missed after refusing to work as informants for certain PNA security ser-
vices).52 In August 2010 the Palestinian security services arrested six faculty 
members at An-Najah University in the West Bank city of Nablus because 
of their ties to a charity suspected of being a front for Hamas.53 The PNA 
has also been successful in diminishing the flow of funding to Hamas in 
part by supervising charitable contributions in the West Bank and Gaza.54
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The prolongation of the status quo and the division and isolation it 
produces has been extremely damaging. The need to engage Hamas at 
all levels remains vital, a position articulated by several analysts and ne-
gotiators including John Hume, who shared the Nobel Peace Prize for 
his work on the Belfast Agreement, and a group of senior intelligence 
officers at the U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) in June 2010.55 The 
failure to do so,56 which has largely precluded Hamas from achieving any 
meaningful political outcome, forcing it inward, already can be seen in 
Gaza in growing tensions between Hamas’s political and military wings 
(as well as growing divisions within each of those wings), with the lat-
ter calling for greater violence against Israel as seen in the horrible at-
tack, at the end of August 2010, that killed four settlers—one of them a 
pregnant woman—in the southern Hebron hills, followed the next night 
by another attack near a settlement northeast of Ramallah. Tragically 
these attacks, which were timed to coincide with the U.S.-led peace talks 
between Netanyahu and Abbas in Washington in early September (and 
which, by excluding Hamas, will further destabilize the situation), sug-
gest that more will follow. Emerging turf wars over the control of Gaza’s 
increasingly lucrative, albeit informal, business sector, furthermore, have 
positioned the Qassam Brigades against Hamas Interior Minister Fathi 
Hamad and his loyalists. The growing divisions within Hamas may also 
have led to a resumption of clan fighting in Gaza, which had remained 
dormant for some time.57 And the failure to engage is also seen in rising 
tensions between a variety of political factions, both old and new.58 Per-
haps most concerning is the growing prominence of the Salafist groups, 
a threat Hamas has tried to contain violently and through the increasing 
and more coercive Islamization of society, a choice the Hamas leadership 
once resisted.

The situation in Gaza and the West Bank is wholly unsustainable. 
If Palestinians continue to be denied what we demand for ourselves—
an ordinary life, dignity, livelihood, protection, and a home (in short, 
freedom)—then violence, division, and decline will intensify. At stake is 
an entire generation of Palestinians. If they are lost, we shall all bear 
the cost.



Appendix

ISLAMIST (AND NON-ISLAMIST)

SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS

At the time of my research, some Islamist social institutions asked not 
to be identified and made it a condition for their participation. Hence, 
this list is incomplete. In some instances I provide a generic description of 
individual institutions.

Abu Rayya Rehabilitation Center
Al-Ahli Hospital
Al-Anwar al-Ibrahimiyya Library for Children
Al-Huda Health Clinic
Al-Ihsan Association for Disabled Children
Al-Ihsan Charitable Society
Al-Jam‘iyya al-Islamiyya
Al-Mujamma al-Islami
Al-Rahma Association
Al-Salah Islamic Association
Al-Wafa Medical Rehabilitation Hospital
Bethlehem Charitable Society
Hebron Women’s Union/Hebron Young Women’s Club
House of the Book and the Sunna
Islamic Charitable Society
Islamic Committees, Gaza refugee camps (kindergartens, women’s 

groups)
Islamic University in Gaza 
Nuseirat Rehabilitation Center, Nuseirat refugee camp
Palestine Center for Studies and Research
Palestine Monetary Authority
Qatar Charitable Society
Society for the Care of the Handicapped
Sun Daycare Center
Various Islamist factories, wholesalers, and retail businesses
Women’s Islamic Association
Young Women’s Muslim Society
Zakat committees, Gaza Strip
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