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The group seems intent on using its many remaining captives to increase
international pressure on Israel and compel mass prisoner exchanges, though
it may hesitate to take steps that would further harm its public image.

o ne month after the Oct. 7 attacks launched by Hamas (https:// www.msnbc.com/katie-

hang/watch/hamas-launches-military-operation-against-israel-194646085768) that killed more than

1,400 individuals in Israel, approximately 240 hostages (https://www.nytimes.com/article/israel-hostages-
hamas-explained.html) have been identified. These men, women and children are still being held in the Gaza Strip

by Hamas and other groups (https://www.msnbc.com/opinion/msnbc-opinion/released-hamas-hostage-went-

hell-loved-ones-rcnal22010) , including the U.S.-designated Palestinian Islamic Jihad

https://apnews.com/article/palestinians-israel-military-prisoners-hostage-hamas-soldiers-

€75729364f8c0b453da272365¢16d136) . The majority of captives are civilians (https://www.haaretz.com/israel-

israel/0000018b-55f8-d5d2-afef-d5fdd04e0000) , and include nationals from approximately 40 countries
(https://www.nytimes.com/article/israel-hostages-hamas-explained.html) , including an estimated 10
Americans. Hamas’ decision to take civilian hostages appears to be multifaceted, including using them as bargaining

tools, to delay an Israeli ground invasion, and to psychologically impact domestic and international audiences.

Despite Hamas’ attempts to portray itself as a legitimate political actor since taking control of the Gaza Strip in 2007,
the group has never stopped engaging in violence in pursuit of its goals: the creation of a Palestinian state ruled by
Islamic law with Hamas at the helm, and the destruction of the state of Israel. Prior to Oct. 7, however, Hamas attacks

generally targeted adults (whom the group sees as legitimate targets due to Israeli military draft laws)
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or indiscriminately targeted civilians (https://www.dw.com/en/air-raid-sirens-in-tel-aviv-as-hamas-declares-
all-israelis-targets/a-17768336) through rocket attacks or suicide bombings.

Moreover, while the group has taken hostages before, they had typically targeted adult men. These include Hisham
al-Sayid (https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-61976009) , a civilian who crossed into Gaza and was
last seen alive in June 2022 in dire health, and Gilad Shalit
(https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/oct/11/gilad-shalit-prisoner-swap-deal) , a soldier who was
captured in 2006 and released in a prisoner exchange between Hamas and Israel in 2011 for approximately 1,000
prisoners in Israeli jails. Thus, researchers and policymakers—myself included—argue that the scale and scope of the

Oct. 7 attacks, specifically the mass targeting of children and the elderly, constitutes a major pivot in Hamas strategy
(https://warontherocks.com/2023/10/a-major-pivot-in-hamas-strategy/) .

Hamas leader Khaled Mishal has rejected (https://www.memri.org/tv/hamas-leader-abroad-khaled-mashal-

october-seven-israeli-civlians-no-apologies-hizbullah-arab-countries-do-meore) the accusation that his group

attacked civilians, and Hamas Deputy Secretary-General Salah al-Arouri also insisted

olitburo-not-target-cvilians) the group did not
target civilians: “The truth is that our mujahideen do not target civilians. It is inconceivable that they would

perpetrate the kind of crimes mentioned by the occupation, like rape, killing children, or killing civilians.”

However, there is clear and overwhelming evidence that the Hamas-led attacks explicitly did just that, as
documented in raw footage (https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-67198270) recovered from Hamas
body cameras, a recovered “abduction manual (https://www.nbcnews.com/news/investigations/hamas-

abduction-manual-shows-hostage-taking-was-central-aim-attack-rcnal21794) ” which detailed how to take
civilian hostages, and other documents that included maps of civilian targets—like schools and community centers

targeted-elem-rcnal20310) —and contained instructions to “kill as many people as possible” and “capture

hostages.”

Hamas’ brutal strategy has also been corroborated by testimonies from recently released hostage Yocheved Lifshitz.

In addition to speaking about being beaten, Lifshitz noted that captors had enough rations and even supplies

then-well-treated-in-gaza) for their hostages; this could indicate Hamas’ preparation for an extended standoff,
rather than their interest in treating the hostages well. And notably, we do not know how Hamas is treating military-

aged individuals and soldiers.

To date, four hostages have been released by Hamas, all women, including two American citizens

(https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/two-us-hostages-released-hamas-rcnal21446) released on Oct. 20,

and two elderly Israeli women released on Oct. 23 for “compelling humanitarian reasons

lifshitz-rcnal21680) .” Israel also rescued a female member (https://www.nbcnewyork.com/news/national-

released by Hamas so far have included female hostages. While there have been discussions regarding the release

of 50 additional hostages, talks appear stalled after Hamas asked for more fuel

the Gaza Strip, something the Israeli government considers non-negotiable.

Over 200 hostages remain—and so do plenty of questions about Hamas’ endgame. As noted, the scale of the hostage
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crisis has psychological implications—both domestically and internationally. Moreover, Hamas is not the only group
holding captives, and hostages are being held separately across a “spider web

(https://www.nbcboston.com/news/national-international/freed-israeli-hostage-recounts-her-abduction-

describes-spider-web-of-tunnels-under-gaza/3168806/) ” of tunnels underneath Gaza.

Hamas’ strategy appears to be focusing on releasing foreign citizens, dual nationals and humanitarian cases, in an
apparent bid to win public support. This is a group that is very conscious of its public image. Many fear that while

more hostages will be released, the group will continue to hold individuals who only carry Israeli passports.

The longer Hamas is able to continue hostage negotiations, the longer Israel will be under both domestic and
international pressure to delay or at least limit its ground operation in Gaza. Prolonging fighting in Gaza has its own
costs, however. Hamas is bleeding commanders, equipment and personnel, and has lost several top leaders

to Israel’s air

campaign. Hamas could also escalate its tactics as a full ground incursion progresses, including making good on

its promise to pubhsh footage of hostage executions (https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/hamas-threatens-

though this could work against Hamas’ bid for public

support. Hamas has also made clear that it hopes to use its hostages in prisoner exchanges

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/investigations/hamas-expresses-willingness-release-captive-women-

children-rcnal20776) with supporters in Israeli detention, a tactic that has worked for the group in the past.

How will the hostages be returned safely? And what could Hamas get in return? One thing is clear: Hamas’ decision
to launch the Oct. 7 attacks and take civilian hostages has shattered any illusions surrounding the group’s

legitimacy.

Devorah Margolin is the Blumenstein-Rosenbloom Fellow at The Washington Institute. This article was originally

strategy-rcnal22552). <>
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