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Khaled Mashal, Hamas’ "external" leader, is a
controversial figure, as documented in documents
found by the IDF in the Gaza Strip
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Overview

»Khaled Mashal, who has headed the Hamas “external” leadership since April 2021, is one of

the founders of the movement, was head of its political bureau for 21 years. Nevertheless, he is
considered a controversial figure who symbolizes the tension between the “external”
leadership, which resides in luxury hotels abroad and moves freely between Arab states, and
the “internal” leadership in the Gaza Strip, which deals with the daily challenges of governance
and the consequences of military confrontations with Israel.

»Hamas documents found by the IDF during the war in the Gaza Strip provided evidence of
power struggles in the movement’s upper echelons. The documents described how the
“internal” leadership, led by Yahya al-Sinwar, sought to weaken Mashal’s influence in the
Hamas decision-making centers, especially during the promotion of military plans to
implement the vision of “the destruction of Israel” after Operation Guardian of the Walls in May
2021.

P The documents also showed Mashal was perceived as an obstacle to strategic relations with
Iran, by both al-Sinwar and Ismail Haniyeh, and by Mohammad Saeed Izadi, head of the
"Palestine branch" of Iran’s Qods Force, who even confronted Mashal directly.

P Mashal is also seen as responsible for Hamas' expulsion from Syria because of his support for
the rebels against the Assad regime at the start of the Syrian Civil War in 2011. The documents
showed that the “internal” leadership and Iran worked to isolate Mashal during the
reconciliation process with Syria as part of strengthening the “resistance axis.”

PWith Ismail Haniyeh and Yahya al-Sinwar eliminated, Hamas is now led by a temporary
committee of five senior figures, including Mashal. Elections for the senior positions in the
movement’s leadership are expected to take place only after the end of the war in the Gaza

Strip. However, in light of the eliminations of many members of the “internal” civilian and

lran, Hezbollah, the Palestinian terrorist organizations operating in Lebanon, the Gaza Strip, Judea and
Samaria, and the Houthis in Yemen.
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military leadership, the importance of the “external” leadership is expected to increase,
particularly that of Mashal, who has lost his main rivals in the movement’s upper echelons. In
addition, Iran’s regional weakening and the downfall of the Assad regime in Syria may also

reduce opposition to Mashal’s power.

Khaled Mashal (Telegram channel of the Shehab News Agency, March 21, 2025)

Internal Hamas Criticism of Khaled Mashal

P Khaled Mashal, known as Abu al-Waleed, was born in a village near Ramallah. He was among
Hamas' founders and has been a member of its political bureau since its inception, including
as its head for 21 years. Since April 2021, he has led the Hamas "external” leadership and is
responsible for matters such as political strategy, procurement of weapons and the
movement’s foreign relations.? Despite his achievements, for years he has been considered a
controversial figure, as since childhood he has lived only in Arab countries (Kuwait, Jordan,
Syria and Qatar), unlike other senior figures in the movement who came up through the ranks
in the Gaza Strip, many of whom took part in armed “resistance” against Israel and served
prison terms in Israeli jails.

P Mashal symbolizes the ongoing tension between the movement’s “external” leadership and
the “internal” leadership in the Gaza Strip.® Despite dialogue and cooperation within the
movement’s decision-making mechanisms of the Shura Council and the political bureau, there
are significant disagreements between the “internal” leadership, which faces the daily

challenges of governance in Gaza amid hardship and Israeli military pressure, and the

2For biographical information, see the Appendix.

3The “internal” leadership is based in the Gaza Strip and includes representatives from Judea and
Samaria and from Hamas prisoners in Israeli prisons. The “external” leadership is currently based in
Qatar with additional headquarters in Turkey and Lebanon. Representatives of the “internal” and
“external” leaderships cooperate within Hamas’ decision-making bodies, the General Shura Council and
the political bureau.
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“external” leadership, which lives in luxury far from the front lines and travels freely between
Arab countries while working to maintain the movement’s foreign ties.

P The gap between them has been particularly obvious after military confrontations in the Gaza
Strip, when Gazans have to cope with the consequences of Israeli attacks while “external”
leaders, headed by Mashal, are seen as unaffected. For example, when Mashal said on October
7,2024, in a speech marking the first anniversary of the "al-Agsa Flood" campaign, that the loss
of life in the Gaza Strip was “only tactical,” Gazans, grappling with unprecedented destruction
and death, were outraged. According to one response, “Mashal is the Pharaoh of our time, Gaza
has been utterly destroyed, and of course he doesn’t care, since he is staying in a five-star hotel
with his family, receiving a monthly salary from the Muslim Brotherhood and following Iran’s
instructions to serve its agendas while betraying the Palestinian people and cause under the
pretense of resistance” (al-Arabiya, October 7, 2024).*

»Hamas documents found during the war in the Gaza Strip provided evidence of power
struggles in the movement’s leadership between the “internal” leadership, led by Yahya al-
Sinwar,’> and the “external” leader, Khaled Mashal, particularly in view of al-Sinwar’s efforts to
promote military plans to achieve the vision of “the destruction of Israel” following the
Operation Guardian of the Walls in May 2021.°

»In a letter from Yahya al-Sinwar to Ismail Haniyeh on July 23, 2021, he addressed several
issues concerning appointments within the movement’s political bureau, from which it is
possible to infer an attempt to block Mashal’s influence within the movement’s executive body.
Al-Sinwar said the Hamas Lebanon branch should be given one or two members representing
the “external” area. He suggested that Abu Osama (Khalil al-Haya) speak with the “Brothers” in
Lebanon to reach understandings that would ensure the continuation of the “path of
resistance, liberation and return” to keep Hamas from becoming “a movement of offices, hotels

and airplanes.” He also stressed the need to appoint Saleh al-Arouri® as Haniyeh’s sole deputy

* For further information, see the December 2024 ITIC report, The Mood in Gaza on the First Anniversary
of the Gaza Strip War

*> Appointed head of the Hamas political bureau in August 2024 and killed by the IDF on October 16, 2024.
® For further information, see the ITIC report, Operation Guardian of the Walls as a watershed moment
in Hamas’ strategy for the “destruction of Israel,” as reflected in documents found by the IDF in the Gaza
Strip

"Haniyeh was eliminated by Israel on July 30, 2024.

8A senior Hamas terrorist who was in charge of the Hamas military wing in Judea and Samaria and was
deputy head of the political bureau. He lived permanently in Lebanon and died in a targeted killing in
the Dahiyeh al-Janoubia in Beirut on January 2, 2024.
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since in a situation with three deputies, “our colleague” [i.e., Mashal] could be expected to

exploit it and provoke crises and disputes.

Perhaps we have now secured the matter of the chairman, but as you know, as
long as the position of deputy chairman is not guaranteed for Sheikh Saleh [al-
Arouri], and our colleague fills it, or if the situation remains with three deputies,
then our colleague will take advantage of it and begin to act as if he is the
chairman of all chairmen, and we will find ourselves throughout his term [of
office] in crises, [with] irregularities and endless disputes.
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Document 1: Letter from al-Sinwar to Haniyeh, July 23, 2021°
PIn a letter al-Sinwar sent to Haniyeh on September 5, 2021, he addressed the issue of
portfolios in the Hamas political bureau. Al-Sinwar referred to Haniyeh’s meeting with Mashal,
where it became clear that the “external” leadership demanded the finance portfolio and the
Arab-Islamic relations portfolio as a condition for holding any position in the bureau. Al-Sinwar
stated that he was willing to give them the finance portfolio, but he wanted Khalil al-Haya (Abu
Osama),’ his deputy in the political bureau in the Gaza Strip, to hold the Arab-Islamic relations
portfolio because “it is not right that your foreign minister should be loyal to someone
[meaning Mashal] other than you.”
P Moreover, al-Sinwar, who had already begun working to transform the vision of “the
destruction of Israel” into a practical plan following the [so-called] “victory” of the “Jerusalem
Sword” campaign (Operation Guardian of the Walls in May 2021), did not hide his anger at the
“external” leadership headed by Mashal and warned that their demands could hinder the
advancement of the “project,” especially in terms of fundraising. He also threatened that if the

“external” members refused to accept the portfolios offered to them, they would be taken by

° For the original document click [Document 1]. The translated section is marked in red.
0 Khalil al-Haya currently [May 2025] serves as the acting head of the Hamas political bureau in the Gaza
Strip and is responsible for the indirect negotiations with Israel regarding a ceasefire and a hostage deal.
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“internal” figures from the Gaza Strip or Judea and Samaria, and the “external” leadership

might be left out.

We have many tasks, obligations, and challenges ahead of us, and our
Brothers “on the outside” must understand that we will not wait for them
much longer. They must realize that the ship will sail with or without them.
We prefer with them rather than without, but we will not disrupt our
departure toward realizing strategic moves because of their attempts to
interfere and turn issues into personal matters. If they persist in refusing to
take the portfolios offered them, they will soon regret it and begin to
withdraw one by one when they see that the ship has already sailed and
left them behind, without regard for their hesitation and blackmail.

o Wl poledl 8 595¥1 wdy o cummag bl Slalglly Sladl e STl Lalal o)
Ol dads o vagos ol g it sl Of Taua 1980y & cams sl @a)lazi;
plol Lz A CMal Buds g LieMs) Jlaas o LTy eraan utls o O9SG
rele 2o 9all LWLl Jos (ady @edBge e 19l o) mag «s9adl Laids Foemas
28y llasl W3 U ) B9 cas 3 o5 Ul 2> lAL O9diws (a> day Ogeius
25700 mass A cuasly @y e ol

' Document 2A: Letter from al-Sinwar to Haniyeh, September 5, 2021"

Regarding the Arab and Islamic relations portfolio, there is no room for
concession, and it can only be handed over to Abu Osama, Dr. Khalil [al-Haya],
because it is not right for your foreign minister’s loyalty to be to someone else,
otherwise all our efforts will be in vain. That is because l1zzat [political bureau
member Izzat al-Rishq] and Abu al-Waleed [Mashal] will empty most of the
activity of its content, especially regarding relations and financial matters. You
surely noticed Izzat’s arrangements for the meeting with [Turkish President]
Erdogan, when he did not include Sheikh Saleh [al-Arouri], the deputy head of
the movement, in his arrangements, and this will gradually extend to the head
of the movement as well. You know, and we all know, that 1zzat will act only
according to the agenda, instructions and policy of Abu al-Waleed, and then we

will find ourselves facing a serious problem.

1 For the original document click [Document 2]. The translated section is marked in red.
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] Document 2B: Letter from al-Sinwar to Haniyeh, September 5, 2021
P In a letter sent by Ismail Haniyeh to Yahya al-Sinwar on January 28,2022, he wrote that he had
met with Mashal and made it clear to him that his appointment as the head of the Hamas
“external” leadership had caused problems, including in appointments within the movement’s
leadership and even in relations with Iran. Moreover, due to concerns over Mashal’s growing
influence, Haniyeh urged al-Sinwar to monitor members of the leadership in the Gaza Strip who

accepted the “external” leadership’s position.

22 For the original document click [Document 2]. The translated section is marked in red.
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Abu al-Waleed sat with me and spoke about the matter. He mentioned their
proposal, which recognizes the decision and the representation of the
Brothers, but on the basis of equality. | emphasized our position and the need
to respect the wording of the Shura [Council]’s decision exactly as written, and
| repeated what you and | had proposed to him, that he should distance
himself from the matter and not take it upon himself. He replied that the entire
region supported the position. On a related matter, | pointed out to him that
within the movement’s circles and beyond people were saying his return had
caused problems and obstacles which emerged during the elections for the
chairman, the deputy and the advisory group. and in relations with Iran. |
made it clear to him that it was eroding his credibility and damaging both his
history and what he symbolized. In general, he said he would call you and
the Sheikh [al-Arouri] regarding the advisory group and would then get back

fto me.
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Document 3: Letter from Haniyeh to al-Sinwar, January 28, 2022

Khaled Mashal as Disrupting Hamas-Iran Relations

P The violent takeover of the Gaza Strip by Hamas in 2007, while Khaled Mashal was head of the
movement’s political bureau, marked the starting point of the strategic relationship between
Hamas and Iran. Hamas viewed Iran as a strategic pillar which would assist in its military
buildup to continue the armed "struggle" against Israel, and support it politically and

diplomatically to consolidate its rule in Gaza. Iran saw it as an opportunity to increase its

BFor the original document click [Document 3]. The translated section is marked in red.
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involvement in the Palestinian arena and establish a proxy on the front line of the conflict with
Israel.™

»In December 2009, on the occasion of the 22™ anniversary of Hamas' founding, Mashal visited
Tehran at the head of a Hamas delegation, a visit which officially cemented the Hamas-Iran
relationship. In his meetings with senior Iranian officials headed by leader Ali Khamenei,
Mashal expressed deep appreciation for Iran’s support of the “resistance in Palestine” and
pledged that Hamas would respond if Israel attacked Iran.”

»Mashal’s praise for his hosts was not only intended to express the movement’s gratitude for
Iran’s support, but also an attempt by the head of the Hamas political bureau to calm Iranian
anger over remarks he had made a few weeks earlier. In a speech delivered in early October
2009 by Mashal to mark the conquest of Jerusalem by Salah al-Din, he used the term “Arab
Gulf” instead of “Persian Gulf.” Senior Iranian officials and media outlets sharply criticized him,
with the reformist website Fararu publishing a headline: “Khaled Mashal repaid Iran for its love”
(Fararu, October 3).

P Relations between Hamas and Iran were damaged after the outbreak of the Syrian Civil War
in 2011, when Mashal expressed support for opponents of the Iranian-backed regime of Bashar
al-Assad. As a result, the Hamas leadership was expelled from Damascus, with some, including
Mashal, relocating to Qatar, while others settled in Lebanon and Turkey.*

P The IDF’s Operation Protective Edge in the summer of 2014 presented Iran with an opportunity
to rebuild its relationship with Hamas, which once again needed Iranian support after the
blows it sustained during the operation and the fall of the Muslim Brotherhood regime in Egypt
in the summer of 2013. The election of Ismail Haniyeh as head of the Hamas political bureau
and Yahya al-Sinwar as head of the political bureau in the Gaza Strip in 2017 helped strengthen
ties between the movement and Iran, as both men saw the strategic importance of increasing
relations with Tehran and with members of the “resistance axis.” That view was opposed by
Mashal, who led the faction which sought to reduce Iranian influence over Hamas’ decision-

making.

¥ For further information, see the November 2024 ITIC report, Captured Documents Show lranian
Support for Hamas in the Gaza Strip

5 For further information, see the December 2009 ITIC report, Khaled Marshal, Chief of Hamas’ political
bureau, visits Tehran

18 For further information, see the December 2011 ITIC report, Hamas evacuates its Syrian external
headguarters: overview and initial analysis
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PThe Hamas documents show how the leadership, particularly al-Sinwar and Haniyeh,
regarded Mashal as someone who could harm the strategic relationship with Tehran and
disrupt the flow of Iranian funds. In a letter Haniyeh sent to al-Sinwar on February 1, 2022, he
reported that the Iranians were unwilling to send funds for use by the Hamas “external”
leadership and were willing to direct money only to Hamas' military wing. That came after they
pointed to Mashal’s having led a smear campaign against Hezbollah secretary general Hassan
Nasrallah and Mohammad Saeed Izadi (Haj Ramadan), head of the "Palestine branch" of the

Qods Force of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps.

| previously sent you a copy of my letter to Brother Abu Jawad [Maher
Salah, member of the political bureau and former leader of the Hamas
“external” leadership]. and | also forwarded it to the Sheikh [Saleh al-
Arouri] and to Abu al-Waleed [Mashal). | also spoke with Abu Jawad and
said that the Brothers in Iran were not interested in sending any funding to
the “external” leadership, since from the outset their decision was to
support the “resistance.” And as an exception, out of respect for the
movement’s leadership, they agreed to deposit the money in the
[movement’s] center. However, after what happened during the visit to
Lebanon, the attack on them and on Sayyed Hassan [Nasrallah].1 raising the
issue of sectarianism, and the attack on Iran, the Shiiites and on Haj
Ramadan [I1zadi] himself, they told us they found it unacceptable to continue
funding people who, in return, cursed them and organized hostile campaigns
against them. They [the Iranians] were referring to the “external”
leadership. headed by Abu al-Waleed, as they know he is the one managing

the campaigns and incitement against them.1
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Document 4: A letter from Haniyeh to al-Sinwar, February 1, 2022"

17 For the original document click [Document 4]. The translated section is marked in red.

103-25


https://www.terrorism-info.org.il/app/uploads/2025/06/103_25_04e.pdf

10

» Concerns over Mashal’s involvement in relations with Iran intensified during the critical stages
of preparing to advance the vision of “the destruction of Israel.” On March 6, 2023, al-Sinwar
sent a letter to Haniyeh with points to be discussed at a planned Hamas delegation visit to Iran,
part of preparations for the “campaign of liberation, return and destruction of the entity.” Given
the importance of the visit, al-Sinwar recommended that to ensure its success no
representative from the “external” leadership should be included in the delegation, stating that
they “make a lot of noise,” particularly Mashal and Musa Abu Marzoug. Al-Sinwar went further
and made it clear that Iran should be asked for a monthly sum of $15 million for the years 2023-
2024, stating that the Iranians had to promise that none of the funds would go to the "external"
leadership or to any activity not directly related to the "resistance," jihad or the needs and

consequences of the armed "struggle."

Therefore, | believe that for the visit to achieve the desired success, we must try
not to include any of the loud voices from the external leadership in the
delegation, not Abu al-Waleed [Mashal], not Dr. Musa [Abu Marzouq]l. not
[Muhammad] Nizal, not al-Abed Salah. If someone must be taken, let it be Abu
Jawad [Maher Salahj], though it would be preferable that none of them come
at all. And there must be no discussion about Abu al-Waleed or any attempt to
repair the relationship with him. Any conversation about that period must be
based on the logic that that stage is over and there is no need to even mention
it. Raising the issue, by you or by any member of our delegation, will reduce

the chances of the visit’s success by at least 60%.

s usi udgll S 05 W Jolows o amyd L wopllall plaall 3axz, I it ) b ddeg-
o USU13 oo .m..n 32l B¢ 133 Y5 ¢ age 2938l Yy ¢ ulyll ool ¥ oLl e s Lall 5453
34l g9409d @lazll ,u Wy« (Al pga aol 9 W Juaslly Sy 9ol Sald sl dsl (gy9,4all
d>f¢m0‘dh~wusieu‘%¢mﬂ*dhoﬂwbgb«Qpﬁkcxo?w'ﬂ*eb—“
3 La 3Ll wa; Ludg eliacl uol cdylo of eld b oy a1 142 5,18 ¢ Lge Couzll Go 1o Yy s
' cpllall Ll 10,8 (50 % 60 oye S

Document 5: Letter from al-Sinwar to Haniyeh, March 6, 20238

8 For the original document click [Document 5]. The translated section is marked in red.

103-25



https://www.terrorism-info.org.il/app/uploads/2025/06/103_25_05e.pdf

11

P The documents reveal how Izadi himself did not conceal his aversion to Mashal and sought to
distance him and his supporters from Hamas' decision-making centers, so as not to obstruct
Iranian influence over the movement. For example, in a letter dated July 12, 2021, Izadi
informed al-Sinwar that he had raised the issue of Mashal in a conversation with Haniyeh.
According to lIzadi, Mashal was responsible for many failures and problems within the
“resistance axis” and in practice had taken sides, creating a major problem for the “resistance,”
for Hamas and for Iran. Izadi noted that he had done everything he could to reconcile with
Mashal and had met with him several times, and even Qods Force commander Qassem
Soleimani had met with him in Turkey, but to no avail. Izadi also praised Haniyeh for not
hesitating to exclude Mashal from the Hamas delegation that went to Lebanon for meetings.
Izadi accused Mashal of giving an interview on Radio Idlib, affiliated with the Syrian rebels,
precisely when President Bashar al-Assad had sent positive signals toward Hamas, and also of
giving an interview to al-Arabiya in which he “begged” for relations with Saudi Arabia despite
its opposition to the “resistance,” thereby distorting the positive attitude of the Houthis and

damaging the solidarity within the “resistance axis.”

My dear Brother,

Allow me to take this opportunity to speak with you about another matter
which | previously discussed with our Brother Abu al-Abed [Haniyeh]. and that
is regarding our Brother Abu al-Waleed. | would like to state and clarify my
position so that you are directly updated by us.
Unfortunately, Brother Abu al-Waleed and his misguided policy are responsible
for many of the failures and problems which occurred within the resistance axis
because he did not fulfill his role and did not take advantage of his leadership
and influential position. On the contrary, in practice, he chose a side and caused
a major problem for the resistance, for Hamas and also for us as adllies,
supporters, helpers and loyal to him. Nevertheless, it is natural that there must
be an atmosphere of forgiveness to address problems within the Islamic nation
and within the Islamic house. To overcome the problems, remove the
disagreements and address the disputes that greatly harmed the resistance
axis, it is our duty to approach him and extend our hand to him.
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Document 6A: Letter from Izadi to al-Sinwar, July 12, 2021%°

P In the same letter, Izadi also made it clear that although an agreement had been reached to
establish a Hamas military force in Lebanon, the lIranians did not allow Mashal to be
responsible for it because they did not trust him. They wanted the Hamas military wing in the
Gaza Strip to take charge of the Lebanese force. He even requested that al-Sinwar, along with
Muhammad Deif, commander of the Hamas military wing in the Gaza Strip, and his deputy,
Marwan Issa, be involved in handling the dispute with Mashal over control of the military force

in Lebanon, and not only Ismail Haniyeh.

9 For the original document click [Document 6]. The translated section is marked in red.
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My dear Brother,

Previously, an agreement was reached with the military Brothers in the
“external” leadership that there would be a Hamas force, whether defensive
or offensive, especially at this current stage and following the consequences
of the Jerusalem Sword campaign, which demonstrated the need for this
project more than ever before. However, our position is that we cannot
accept a situation in which this force is under the command of Abu al-Waleed,
as he is responsible for the “external” arena, due to the reasons mentioned
and also reasons we chose to ignore and did not mention in this letter. We
will not accept a situation in which the leadership of this group is handed
over to a person with whom we have previous experience and again current
experience of his poor positions and decisions, which caused us distress. We
cannot trust him. | updated Abu al-Abed on this matter and proposed that the
group be under the command of the al-Qassam Brigades in Gaza and
managed by them, and that they appoint a commander and person in charge
from their side to handle all the details. We did not speak with the Brothers
in the field and left the resolution of the matter to the leadership.
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Document 6B: Letter from Izadi to al-Sinwar, July 12,2021

P Mashal sent a letter to Marwan Issa (Abu al-Baraa'), the deputy commander of Hamas' military

wing, on May 22, 2022, updating him on a recent conversation he had with Saeed Izadi in

2 For the original document click [Document 6]. The translated section is marked in red.
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Lebanon regarding organizing Hamas military activity in Lebanon. Mashal wrote that Izadi and
Hezbollah had expressed strong interest in the project, but their voices became louder when it
came to the central dispute over who would control the military activity in Lebanon. Mashal
reported that lIzadi strongly opposed his own candidacy or that the Hamas “external”
leadership taking charge of the military activity and vetoed the involvement of Samir Fandi
(Abd al-Aziz),* and demanded that responsibility be placed with the leadership of the military
wing in the Gaza Strip. According to Mashal, Izadi even threatened to shut down the project if

his demand were not accepted.

9. Regarding the task, he [1zadi] said: | heard from you that you were appointed
as the project coordinator [sicl. and that means you will be the contact person
between me and the committee. My position is clear: this formula is completely
unacceptable. Sitting with them directly is better for me than with a mediator
who puts pressure on me and on them. | know them well and know how to deal
with them. | don’t want a mediator. | want a commander who will lead the
project on the ground and report to us, and you have agreed on an internal
arrangement regarding your own relations. |1 told him that the idea of a
commander from the “external” leadership on the ground is very sensitive and
many people could find it unacceptable. He said: This is a project, and you must
balance between the importance of the project and people’s sensitivities. We
discussed this matter at length, and he said: Don’t pressure me. It's clear that you
came very well-prepared. | will not accept a formula that doesn’t state that the
person appointed to command the entire project will be under the authority of
the al-Qassam Brigades.

10. Regarding Brother Abd al-Aziz, he justified his refusal to discuss matters with
him as a commander or key figure for the project by saying: There are two
reasons. One is that Abd al-Aziz wants to build a force for Abu al-Waleed, and |
find that unacceptable. The second reason is that Abd al-Aziz is, from a
professional standpoint, inherently problematic. His military understanding is

shallow and the project requires someone with a military background.

2 Samir Fandi was responsible for the operations of Hamas’ military wingin Lebanon. He was eliminated
along with Saleh al-Arouri in an Israeli attack on the Dahiyeh al-Janoubia in Beirut on January 2, 2024.
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Document 7: Letter from Mashal to Marwan Issa, May 22, 2022

P The issue of Hamas' relations with Bashar al-Assad’s regime in Syria was one of the main
points of contention between Khaled Mashal and the leadership in the Gaza Strip, as well as
with the Iranian Qods Force. When the uprising in Syria began in 2011, the Hamas leadership in
Syria, under Mashal, found itself caught between its ideological identity, aligned with the
Muslim Brotherhood, which was persecuted in Syria and supported the uprising, and the fact
that Syria was a Hamas center of support and activity. After Mashal criticized the Assad regime
and refused to condemn the protests against it, the movement’s leadership was expelled from
Damascus and Mashal and other leaders were forced to relocate their activity and headquarters
to Qatar and Turkey.

P The election of Ismail Haniyeh as head of the Hamas political bureau and Yahya al-Sinwar as
head of the political bureau in the Gaza Strip in 2017 helped strengthen the movement’s ties
with Iran, as both viewed fostering relations with Tehran and members of the “resistance axis,”
including Syria, as strategically important. The desire to move closer to Syria became stronger
after the “Jerusalem Sword” campaign in the context of measures to realize the vision of “the

destruction of Israel.”

2 For the original document click [Document 7]. The translated section is marked in red.
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P Saeed lzadi, head of the Palestine branch, led the reconciliation efforts between Hamas and
the Syrian regime as part of consolidating the “resistance axis.” In a letter Izadi sent to Haniyeh
on June 8, 2022, he warned against Hamas members attempting to sabotage reconciliation

with Syria and cautioned that improper conduct could set the situation back years.

| warned the Brothers that there are some Brothers who agreed with you or
were not firm when you made this decision in your discussion, but there are
signs and examples indicating that there is a group of Brothers concerned that
the matter will not be accepted smoothly. It is natural that there will be
compliments and words meant to assist and reassure the leadership and the
Syrian public sector that supports the regime, who hold a strict position on this
issue based on evidence and proof confirming the involvement and presence
of Hamas elements in fighting against the regime. | also reminded the Brothers
that we made efforts, cleared the mines and paved the way, but from now on
everything depends on you and how you handle this file, because with
goodwill and the correct statements you will be welcomed by them, and
matters will proceed smoothly and lead us to the desired outcome in the best
possible way. But if the conduct is dry and unpleasant, it will not satisfy the

regime and will set us back by years.
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Document 8: Letter from Izadi to Haniyeh, June 8, 2022%

2 For the original document click [Document 8]. The translated section is marked in red.
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P Haniyeh responded to Izadi that they were indeed aware of “internal and external forces”
trying to influence the movement’s relationship with Syria, but assured him that they would

take action to create the “appropriate atmosphere” for making the decision to renew relations.

In light of what was stated in your kind letter, and considering that we are
aware of the internal and external factors surrounding the relations, we will
indeed make great efforts to build the appropriate atmosphere for the
decision. We will always need to consult and cooperate on this matter, and
we appreciate the efforts made by His Excellency al-Sayyid [Nasrallah] and
the Syrian people, which contributed to creating a positive climate and

openness for this relationship.
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Document 9: Letter from Haniyeh to Izadi, June 10, 2022*
P Despite Haniyeh’s assurances, it became clear that the Hamas leadership struggled to
contend with Mashal’s opposition to measures for reconciliation. In a letter Haniyeh sent to al-
Sinwar on September 24, 2022, he stated that there was significant support within the
movement for reconciliation with Syria, but he noted that Mashal and his camp opposed the
move toward rapprochement and that the political bureau had to approve the decision to
neutralize the objections of Mashal and his camp. Haniyeh stated that the majority of the
Hamas leadership was on their side and that they would be the ones to determine the decisions
and confirm their legitimacy to both the “internal” and “external” leaderships. He further noted
that they knew how to deal with those who fomented trouble, and that he understood Mashal’s

opposition to be personal, not ideological, claiming that the moment the Syrians opened the

#For the original document click [Document 9]. The translated section is marked in red.
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door to him, “he would run toward them.” Haniyeh also stated that Musa Abu Marzougq should

be kept outside of Mashal’s influence, as he tended to be influenced by him.

In implementing the decision [reconciliation with Syria], we are relying on the

following:

A.To ensure that the political bureau adopts the procedural steps of the decision
in order to maintain institutional support and eliminate excuses from Brother
Abu al-Waleed [Mashal] and his group. Although we know that the members of
the “external” political bureau will oppose the steps, the majority is with us,
and therefore we are the ones making the decisions and affirming their
legitimacy in the eyes of internal and external parties.
B. There are those who repeatedly foment unrest and we know that they must
be held to account. We understand that Abu al-Waleed’s opposition is personal,
not principled, and that if the Syrians were to open the door for him, he would
run toward them. Nevertheless, the current priority is to implement the decision
and complete the step of the meeting with the Syrian president, in accordance
with the proposal presented by His Eminence al-Sayyid [Hassan Nasrallah].
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Document 10: Letter from Haniyeh to al-Sinwar, September 24, 2022*

Appendix: Portrait of Khaled Mashal

Biography
P Khaled Abd al-Rahim Ismail Abd al-Qader Mashal, known as Abu al-Waleed, was born on May

28,1956, in the village of Silwad near Ramallah, then under Jordanian control. At the age of 11,

following the Six-Day War and the occupation of Judea and Samaria, he fled with his family to

% For the original document click [Document 10]. The translated section is marked in red.
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Jordan and they later moved to Kuwait, where his father had worked as a farmer since 1957
and was also animam in a mosque.

»He completed his elementary education at a school run by the PLO, with other Palestinians
who had fled because of the war. According to him, that environment shaped the revolutionary-
nationalist aspect of his personality. He then studied at a government-run middle school, and
said he chose to remain in school rather than join his friends who left Kuwait to join armed
Palestinian organizations in Jordan, Syria and Lebanon because he did not want to
compromise his studies, as he was “an exceptional student.”

»During middle school, Mashal began to strengthen his religious awareness, and in 1971 he
joined the Palestinian Islamic movement, the local branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. While
studying at Kuwait University he founded the Islamic Justice List representing the Islamic
movement, but claimed the student union elections were repeatedly postponed to prevent
their participation. As a result, they established the Islamic League of Palestinian Students,
which operated outside the official student union and gradually set up branches around the
world.

P After graduating with a degree in physics in 1978 he taught physics for six years, leaving
teaching to devote himself full-time to the Islamic Movement’s “project,” which officially
became Hamas in December 1987. Mashal was among the first members of the new
movement’s political bureau.

P The Palestinians were expelled from Kuwait in early 1991 because they supported Iraq after
its invasion of Kuwait and during the Gulf War, and Mashal moved to Jordan. He was appointed
deputy to Musa Abu Marzouq, who headed the Hamas political bureau, and after Abu Marzouq

was arrested in the United States in 1996, Mashal was appointed as the bureau’s new head.

Mashal with Hamas founder and leader Ahmad Yassin (bottom left), undated
(Facebook page of Al Jazeera - Palestine, December 14, 2021)
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»On September 25, 1997, the Mossad attempted to poison Mashal in Amman in response to a
Hamas suicide bombing in Jerusalem. However, two Mossad agents were arrested by
Jordanian police and were released only after the Mossad provided the antidote to save
Mashal’s life, and Israel released Ahmad Yassin, the founder and leader of Hamas, from prison.
The event transformed Mashal from an obscure figure, despite his senior position in Hamas,
into a well-known personality throughout the Arab world.

P After King Abdullah of Jordan expelled the Hamas leadership in 1999, Mashal and the Hamas
“external” leadership relocated to Damascus. He remained in Syria under the protection of the
Assad regime until the movement was expelled in 2011 because it supported the rebels in the
Syrian Civil War. Since then, Mashal has resided in Qatar. According to unofficial estimates, his

net worth is approximately $5 billion (Globes, October 26, 2023).
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Right: Mashal playing table tennis (Salam TV, March 4, 2013). Left: Cartoon of Mashal fleeing with

sacks of money following the Sudanese authorities’ decision to confiscate Hamas assets
(Facebook page of Debanka Radio, Sudan, September 25, 2021)

»In 2004, after the assassinations of Hamas founder and leader Ahmad Yassin and his successor
Abd al-Aziz al-Rantisi, Mashal became Hamas’ de facto leader. He continued to head the
political bureau until 2017, when Ismail Haniyeh was elected to the position. Mashal remained
a member of the political bureau, and in April 2021 was elected head of the “external”
leadership. Following Haniyeh’s assassination in late July 2024, Mashal’s name was mentioned
as a potential candidate to return to the movement’s top position. In the meantime, a joint
Hamas leadership was appointed, led by Shura Council head Muhammad Darwish, and
including Mashal, Khalil al-Haya, Hamas leader in Judea and Samaria Zaher Jabarin, and
political bureau member Nizar Awadallah. The leadership body currently makes decisions and
represents the movement in visits across the Arab world. Mashal is on the sanctions lists of the

United States, the United Kingdom and Australia. In September 2024, the United States
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Department of Justice filed an indictment against Mashal and other senior Hamas terrorists for

their involvement in the October 7, 2023 terrorist attack and massacre.

Milestones in Mashal’s career (al-Risala, August 5, 2021)

P According to Mashal, since leaving his birthplace he returned for only a single two-month visit
while he was a university student in 1975. He said that aside from the village of Silwad, he
visited Jerusalem and al-Agsa Mosque, Nablus, Jenin, Nazareth, Haifa and Jaffa, but was
unable to visit the Gaza Strip.

»On December 7,2012, Mashal visited the Gaza Strip for the first time. He was received by senior
Hamas figures in the Strip and honored with a military ceremony held by the Hamas military
wing. The highlight of his visit was participation in a mass rally marking the 25" anniversary of
Hamas' founding. Nearly a decade later, Mashal said that during the visit he had met with
Muhammad Deif, commander of the Hamas military wing in the Gaza Strip, and even visited

Hamas’ tunnel system (Al Jazeera, August 14, 2022).

Right: Mashal kissing the ground upon entering Gaza at the Rafah Crossing (Hamas Forum,
December 7, 2012). Left: Mashal with Ismail Haniyeh at the reception in Gaza (Al Jazeera,
December 8,2012)
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Notable remarks
P An examination of Khaled Mashal’s statements over the years shows that his rhetoric changes

to fit the occasion. On the one hand, he employs extreme and at times inflammatory language
that emphasizes the concept of armed “resistance,”® typically when addressing Arab
audiences. On the other hand, in interviews with Western media his rhetoric is more moderate
to downplay or obscure Hamas' Islamist ideology and strategy aimed at the elimination of the
State of Israel, presenting Hamas as pragmatic in an attempt to market the idea of a long-term
truce and portray the Palestinians as perpetual victims of Israeli “aggression” and of “regional
and international forces:”
¢In November 2009, at a meeting with several senior officials participating in the Arab
Parties Conference in Damascus, Mashal said Hamas would continue to pursue the path
of “resistance,” and that the movement’s main effort in the Gaza Strip was focused on
military preparations, as Hamas was devoted to “resistance.” His comments were made
during the reconstruction of the Gaza Strip after Operation Cast Lead”(December 2008-
January 2009), which was progressing slowly, reflecting the Hamas leadership’s priority

for its military buildup (Filastin al-Aan, November 12, 2009).

Khaled Mashal at the Arab Parties Conference in Damascus
(Filastin al-Aan, November 12, 2009)
#In an interview with The New York Times in May 2009, tailored for Western audiences,
Mashal presented Hamas as pragmatic, noting the movement’s [alleged] policy of
“restraint” with regard to rocket fire from the Gaza Strip (New York Times, May 4, 2009).
Yet only days later, in a speech commemorating two senior Hamas figures killed during

Operation Cast Lead, he stressed that “resistance” had been and would remain Hamas'

% Anti-Israeli terrorism.
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strategic alternative for reclaiming “Palestinian rights,” and that Hamas would make no
concessions on the matter of “resistance” (al-Agsa TV, May 7, 2009).
#In May 2011, during an attempted reconciliation between Hamas and Fatah, Mashal
said the Palestinians were giving Israel a “final chance.” He called on Palestinians and the
Arab world to formulate a new strategy, not a declaration of war against Israel, but rather
adding “bargaining chips” (available to the Palestinians). Among the “bargaining chips”
he listed were “resistance” (i.e., terrorism), “popular action,” opposition to the border
security fence, conducting activities agains Israel everywhere and using boycotts. He said
the Palestinians had “a golden opportunity to pursue hostile Israel, the enemy of peace”
(al-Sharqg al-Awsat, May 9, 2011).
®Interviewed by Al Jazeera, Mashal emphasized that “resistance” in all its forms,
especially armed "resistance," was the Palestinians’ “right,” although he added that in
the era of the Arab Spring there was a preference for “popular resistance” (Al Jazeera,
December 26, 2011).
#During his first visit to the Gaza Strip in December 2012, he spoke at a Hamas rally
celebrating the Palestinian “victory” in Operation Pillar of Defense and emphasized that
Hamas would never recognize Israel. He also stated that “resistance”” was the path to
“liberating Palestine” and that there should be no concession “on a single inch of the land
of Palestine or on the [principle of] right of return.”® He called on Arab states to provide
the Palestinians with weapons, financial support and political and public backing (al-
Agsa TV, December 8,2012).
»On October 7, 2023, the day of the Hamas terrorist attack and massacre, Mashal was filmed
with political bureau head Ismail Haniyeh and other Hamas leaders celebrating the massacre
and holding a prayer of thanksgiving. Since then, Mashal has frequently given interviews to
Arab media and delivered incendiary speeches calling for attacks on Israel:
#In his first interview after the attack, he claimed that Hamas and its military wing had
acted because Arab regimes had "failed to defend al-Agsa" from the actions of Israeli
politicians Smotrich and Ben-Gvir. He further claimed that most of the hostages, over

200, were officers and soldiers, and that the number was sufficient to empty Israeli

" Terrorism and violence.
%2 The "right" of the Palestinians to return to their pre-1948 homes.
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prisons of nearly 10,000 Palestinian prisoners. He added that Hamas had no interest in
holding civilians, including those with foreign citizenship (al-Arabiya, October 19, 2023).
#In August 2024, in a speech in Turkey, he called for the renewal of suicide bombings. He
said Hamas wanted to return to “self-sacrifice operations” because Israel was conducting
an “open confrontation” with the Palestinians “on all fronts.” He called on everyone to
participate in the “true resistance to the Zionist entity.” He accused the United States of
being complicit in the “aggression” against the Palestinians, claiming it was calling for a
ceasefire for electoral reasons and out of fear of being drawn into a regional war, while
continuing to supply weapons to Israel (Hamas website, August 28, 2024).

#In a speech in Malaysia on October 7, 2024, marking the first anniversary of the war in
the Gaza Strip, Mashal thanked Iran, the Houthis, Hezbollah and the Iraqgi militias for
supporting the war effort against Israel. He called on Muslims to wage jihad themselves
with weapons and to open additional fronts against Israel. He called on the Arab states
to provide financial support for Gazans “to ease their suffering,” claiming that the losses
suffered by the Palestinians, especially the loss of life, were “tactical” only, while “the
losses inflicted on the enemy were strategic” (Al Jazeera, October 7, 2024). Mashal’s

remarks about “tactical losses” sparked outrage among Gazans and senior Fatah figures.

) ;1 L}x\ i
Mashal delivering a speech marking the first anniversary of the October 7, 2023 attack and
massacre (Hamas in Judea and Samaria Telegram channel, October 7, 2024)

#In an interview with Reuters, Mashal said Hamas had lost some of its weapons but was
continuing to recruit young Gazans and to produce a significant portion of its weapons
independently. He said, “There are stages in which we sacrifice martyrs and lose part of
our military capability, but the Palestinian spirit will rise again, like a phoenix.” He added
that although Israel had managed to eliminate senior figures and achieve gains that may

have restored its deterrent image, which had been eroded over the past year of fighting
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in Gaza, in the end, “Israel will lose, and the image of victory will belong to Palestine,
Lebanon and the resistance” (Reuters, October 8, 2024).

#In aninterview with The New York Times, Mashal said that Hamas had the upper hand,
that its leaders were not rushing into a ceasefire with Israel and they would not give up
their demands for ending the war and an Israeli withdrawal. He said that at the beginning
of the war, President Biden took a position similar to Israel’s prime minister, calling for
the elimination of Hamas, but that Biden no longer spoke of eradicating the movement.
Both the United States and Israel were now participating in indirect negotiations with
Hamas, which, according to Mashal, proved that America recognized that Hamas was not
going anywhere (New York Times, September 17, 2024). Later, Hamas released a
statement expressing regret over the “distortion” of Mashal’s comments about the
negotiations and blamed the Israeli government for “sabotaging” the negotiation
process, calling on the media to avoid promoting Israel’s “false narrative.”

#Khaled Mashal delivered a eulogy after the death of Hamas political bureau head Yahya
al-Sinwar in September 2024, claiming that the process al-Sinwar began on October 7,
2023, would continue until “the elimination of the entity [i.e., Israel],” and that he left
behind only a physical vacuum. Mashal said the movement would not abandon his
legacy and would continue to work toward a ceasefire in the Gaza Strip (Hamas Telegram
channel, October 21, 2024). In another statement, Mashal said, “The enemy wanted al-
Sinwar to have a bad end, but Allah chose for him a great end, he lived as a great man
and died as a great man,” adding that the "Jerusalem Flood" campaign launched by al-
Sinwar “shook the entity [Israel] with an earthquake that will destroy it” (Quds News
Agency, October 20, 2024).

#®In a speech delivered by Mashal at a reception in Egypt for Palestinian prisoners
released from Israeli prisons as part of a hostage deal, he described the “Jerusalem
Flood” campaign as “an earthquake that swept the region and gave life to humanity,”
calling it “a flood of struggle and politics.” He added that the campaign proved that “the
Zionist era is over” and called on Arab and Muslim states to join the “liberation project”

(Hamas in Judea and Samaria Telegram channel, January 29, 2025).
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Mashal at a reception in Egypt for prisoners released in a deal with Israel
(al-Aqsa TV, January 29, 2025)
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