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				Excommunicating Hamas 

				Why Differences between Globalist and Nationalist Armed Islamist Groups Matter

				Christopher Anzalone

				Following the brazen surprise attack on 7 October 2023 from Gaza into southern Israel, which was spearheaded by Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ), together with oth-er much smaller Gaza-based armed groups, there has been a concerted messaging campaign backed by the Israeli government and its supporters to link Hamas with Islamic State (ISIS).1 This campaign involves an extensive advertising campaign on social media sites such as You-Tube and X (formerly known as Twitter) using, on the latter, the hashtag #HamasisISIS, which has been promoted by Israeli government officials as well as by pro-Israel activists.2 Sup-porters of the “HamasisISIS” and “Hamas = ISIS” slogans argue that the two organizations share the “same tactics,” perpetrate the “same barbaric crimes,” and therefore must share the “same ideology.”3 Though more frequent in the immediate aftermath of the 7 October attack, claims that Hamas is “the Palestinian ISIS” and/or is indistinguishable from Islamic State are not new; they have been in use for nearly a decade.4 In addition to being factually incor-rect, the conflation of Hamas and ISIS, both as organizations and broader social movements, has the potential to negatively affect strategic thinking and future foreign policy outcomes.

				A (Long) History of Violence: Hamas and Gaza’s Transnational Militants

				In January 2018, Islamic State’s Sinai affiliate branch, which styles itself as “Islamic State–Sinai Province” (IS-Sinai), released a grisly propaganda video showing a group of its members exe-cuting a kneeling man who it had accused of smuggling weapons from Egypt into Gaza to the Palestinian nationalist Islamist Hamas movement. The executioners were led by 25-year-old Gazan Hamza al-Zamli, who, with two of his brothers, left Gaza around 2015 to join IS-Sinai us-ing underground tunnels.5 Al-Zamli alleged that Hamas was an “apostate” organization whose members have left the fold of Islam. His argument centered on Hamas’ acceptance of the global nation-state system and endorsement of Palestinian nationalism rather than supporting Islamic State’s brand of globally minded militancy.6 He urged Islamic State supporters in the West Bank and Gaza to use whatever means necessary to target Hamas courts, offices, and security forces, condemning the Hamas government in Gaza for its crackdown on Islamic State supporters there, launched in part to suppress armed challengers to Hamas’ own authority while also attempting to improve souring ties with Egypt over the porous Sinai-Gaza border.7 IS-Sinai, drawing from Islamic State’s political theology, also called for attacks on Palestinian Christian “unbelievers” and Shi’ite Muslims in Gaza. The actual execution was carried out by a former fighter in Hamas’ military wing, the Brigades of the Martyr Izz al-Din al-Qassam (Qassam Brigades) fighter, Mu-hammad al-Dajani, who defected to IS-Sinai. Hamas officials’ responses to the IS-Sinai video ranged from alleging that it was a “Zionist” production to claiming that IS-Sinai was trying to prevent Hamas from obtaining weapons so it would be unable to “resist the Israeli occupation.”8

				The January 2018 execution was part of a much longer history of animus between Hamas and Gazan militants with affinities to al-Qaeda and Islamic State and its precursors.9 Hamas security forces and the Qassam Brigades have long sought to suppress the independent globally focused militant groups attracted to both al-Qaeda and Islamic State. In August 2009, the Ga-
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				za-based militant group Jund Ansar Allah declared the formation of an “Islamic Emirate in the Environs of Jerusalem.” This group was led by Gazan Salafi preacher Abd al-Latif Musa, known as “Abu Nur al-Maqdisi,” head of the Ibn Taymiyya Mosque in the southern Gazan city of Rafah, and military commander Khalid Banat, who claimed to have experience as a foreign fighter.10 This declaration, coupled with Jund Ansar Allah’s stockpiling of weapons, led to hours-long clashes between it and Hamas police and Qassam Bri-gades forces, during which 26 people were killed, including Musa and Banat along with 14 other Jund Ansar Allah members.11 Jund Ansar Allah’s provocative declaration of an “Islamic emirate” in Gaza included a call for all Palestinian armed groups to join it and led to a massive show of force by the Hamas government, which de-ployed its police, other security forces, and the Qassam Brigades.12 

				Globalist Militants Condemn Hamas

				Hamas’ suppression of Jund Ansar Allah and other Gazan armed groups sympathetic to al-Qaeda Central and transnational jihadism led to its being widely condemned by al-Qaeda and its regional af-filiates, including al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), Somalia’s al-Shabaab, and what was then the Islamic State of Iraq, which, between 2013 and 2014, changed its name first to the Islamic State in Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS) and then to just Islamic State. These groups all issued eulogies for Musa and the other Jund Ansar Allah members killed in Rafah. Hamas had previously been vociferously condemned by al-Qaeda founding leaders Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri for participating in the January 2006 Palestinian legisla-tive elections.13 By participating in the democratic electoral pro-cess, Hamas was deemed to be guilty of endorsing the “religion” of democracy over Islam because, in theory, in a democratic system the majority can elect to contravene “God’s rule and his law.”14

				In 2014, IS-Sinai was formed by members of relatively small Gaza- and Sinai-based armed Islamist groups, chief among them Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis, following calls by Islamic State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi for all armed Sunni Islamist groups to join his self-proclaimed “caliphate.” In June 2015, Islamic State’s me-dia department released a video featuring Syria-based Palestinian militants lambasting Hamas for not sufficiently ruling by “God’s (Islamic) law” and vowing to destroy not only Israel but also Fa-tah, Hamas, and “all of the [Palestinian] secularists.”15 In the af-termath of the 7 October attack, Islamic State has remained hostile to Hamas, despite the fanfare with which the attack and ongoing conflict have been met by al-Qaeda and its regional affiliates.16 This hostility continues the contested history of the position of the Palestinian nationalist cause and the political symbol of Palestine within Sunni global jihadi circles, the tension stemming from Pal-estinian nationalism’s, even in its Islamist forms, primarily local character.17

				Islamic State’s Indictment of Hamas

				What is most galling to Islamic State and other globalist jihadis is 

			

		

		
			
				Hamas’ acceptance of nationalism and modern political systems and processes, including elections; its willingness to grant all Pal-estinians, at least in theory, equal rights as citizens in a Palestinian state; and its acknowledgement that Islamic law (shariʿa) by itself is insufficient for governance and needs to be supplemented by other sets of rules, regulations, and legislative and administrative processes because it is a set of principles rather than a fully formed legal code.18 Though there are internal differences and debates within Hamas about politics and the shape of a future indepen-dent state, the organization’s leaders, both past and present, have been profoundly influenced by Western political thought and phi-losophy in addition to Islamic scriptural, legal, and other texts.19 Hamas leaders are also not ashamed of acknowledging these influ-ences, which global jihadis allege proves the Palestinian group’s “un-Islamic” identity.20

				Selectively citing Qur’anic verses, hadith, and Islamic theo-logical and juridical texts, Islamic State levels several main charges against Hamas that its ideologues allege nullify the Palestinian group’s “Islamic” identity entirely.21 Like al-Qaeda, Islamic State asserts that Hamas’ “religion and doctrine” is democracy, which contradicts the essence of Islam because, according to ISIS, de-mocracy is a system through which God’s injunctions can be cir-cumscribed or even set aside entirely through popular vote.22 Islamic States argues that, Hamas, by embracing democratic pro-cesses and institutions, including elections—even if done out of self-interest—governs through “unbelieving [un-Islamic] interna-tionalist and local/customary laws” that contravene “God’s law.”23 These “unbelieving” laws are written, amended, and implemented by a “polytheistic parliament” (referring to the Hamas-controlled parliament in Gaza) and go against Islamic State’s belief that man-made legislation and systems of government are “un-Islamic.”24 Rather than being guided by the Qur’an as God’s revelation and guidance to humankind and by the example and traditions of the prophet Muhammad, Hamas obstructs the implementation of “true” shariʿa and actively prevents others from abiding by their edicts, which include, according to ISIS, imposing a poll tax on non-Muslims and killing unbelievers.25

				Islamic State, like al-Qaeda and its supporters before it, also highlights Hamas’ alliance with Iran and other “apostate, tyrannical (un-Islamic)” governments.26 During the height of Islamic State’s battles with al-Qaeda Central and its regional affiliates, ISIS’s then-spokesman Abu Muhammad al-Adnani accused al-Zawahiri and other post-bin Laden al-Qaeda leaders of preventing attacks on Iran and its Shi’ite Muslim allies, whom Islamic State derogato-rily refers to as “those who reject ‘true’ Islam.”27 Beyond the polit-ical alliance between Hamas and Iran, Islamic State condemns the Palestinian group for helping to legitimize, in terms of its “Islam-ic” credentials, the Iranian regime and, more importantly, Shi’ite Islam more broadly. Since the founding of its precursor organiza-tion, Jamaʿat Tawhid wal-Jihad (Group of Absolute Monotheism and Jihad) and al-Qaeda in the Land of the Two Rivers/Iraq, by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi in the early 2000s, Islamic State has a long 
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				history of violent sectarianism and rejection of Shi’ism.28 Hamas’ cooperation with the Egyptian government in cracking down on IS-Sinai (referred to as “the monotheists”) is also presented by ISIS as evidence of the Palestinian group’s perfidy.29

				Differences that Matter

				Differences between Hamas and Islamic State, as well as between Hamas and al-Qaeda, are clear in the realms of theology, politics, and praxes. Ideology is ever-evolving at both the organizational and individual levels, and its role in influencing behavior is com-plex rather than straightforward.30 Political and social context is vital for understanding how organizational and individual ideology and ideological motivations are shaped and evolve as well as why there are often differences between ideological pronouncements, including in the textual output of different types of Islamist groups, and organizational/individual behavior.31

				Proponents of the view that Hamas and the Islamic State are “the same” tend to point to the groups’ use of violence, especially Hamas’ 7 October violent attack on Israel. However, even in their approach and use of political violence, the two groups differ no-tably in how they seek to justify and frame it. ISIS casts its use of violence as being part of a global political and military campaign to impose, by force, a transnational “Islamic state,” which the group’s leaders and ideologues claim to be a new “caliphate.” Hamas ties its violence to nationalism and holds that its use is necessary to achieve political independence and Palestinian statehood. The two groups also differ in how they portray violence in their media operations and discourse. Far from shying away from culpability, Islamic State fully embraces and publicly broadcasts its enact-ment of often grotesque forms of violence including beheadings, drownings, immolation, and torture. In contrast, despite carrying out suicide bombings and other types of terroristic attacks against civilians on and before 7 October, Hamas has fluctuated between outright denial and obfuscation regarding abuses committed by its members on that day.32 This may be due to Hamas leaders’ under-standing the political and public relations costs of abuses against civilians perpetrated by the Qassam Brigades as they maneuver on the world stage. This also differs markedly from Islamic State’s full-throated braggadocio about its own violence against civilians and other war crimes.

				Though both Hamas and Islamic State draw selectively on Islamic scripture and historical, legal, political, and philosophical texts, they see the role of religion in state-building and governance in profoundly different ways. Recognizing these differences is im-portant to understanding these organizations and the broader so-cial movements and constituencies that support and sustain them. This can in turn aid in the development and refinement of foreign policy approaches toward them, including diplomatic and secu-rity assessments regarding the different challenges and potential threats they pose.
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				The Krulak Center for Innovation & Future Warfare and the Middle East Studies director, Dr. Amin Tarzi, are currently recording a podcast series, “Navigating Complexity,” on the Israel-Hamas conflict.
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