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n October 7, 2023, the Palestinian terrorist group Hamas and its allies entered Israeli territory to commit

atrocities against civilian communities near the Israel-Gaza border. With about 1,200 dead

(https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/12/world/middleeast/israel-death-toll-hamas-attack.html) , including

children and the elderly slaughtered in their beds or burned to death  (https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-

screens-harrowing-footage-of-hamas-attack-worldwide-to-get-message-across/) , and at least 239 abducted to

Gaza as hostages, the day will be remembered in infamy—"Israel’s 9/11,” or worse

(https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/why-107-was-worse-israel-911-was-america) .

To enable its genocidal (https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2023/10/hamas-covenant-israel-

attack-war-genocide/675602/)  atrocities, Hamas created a conventional army able to overrun Israel Defense Forces

(IDF) posts on its way to the border communities. Having seized multiple positions  (https://www.jpost.com/israel-

news/defense-news/article-768702)  as far as 25 kilometers into Israel from the 60-km Gaza border, some of the

Hamas cadres held their ground and attempted to defend against the coming IDF counter, which defeated them

within several days and initiated a ground incursion into Gaza. The IDF says

(https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/12/world/middleeast/israel-death-toll-hamas-attack.html)  that at least 278

Israeli soldiers were among the dead of October 7. Indeed, this war has featured a clash of military forces to seize or

defend territory and followed defined frontlines

(https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/2e746151991643e39e64780f0674f7dd)  and orders of battle. It is now clear
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Although the group’s conventional military capabilities seemingly peaked on
October 7, an underperforming army is still an army, so the IDF has little choice
but to continue ground operations until it can shift to a counterterrorism-
centered strategy.
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that Hamas possesses and is willing to use conventional military power alongside its traditional terrorist tactics.

Hamas acquired its military capabilities through years of fighting experience, training, Iranian tutelage, and resource

accumulation. It learned to adapt irregular and terrorist tactics for conventional warfare. I trace the development of

Hamas’s conventional warfighting capabilities and place it within a larger pattern of armed nonstate actors seeking to

form armies. Because Hamas is now clearly an army, and not only a terrorist group, the ongoing IDF conventional

campaign against it must continue until the group can no longer control territory.

This is not to say that Hamas follows international law, nor that it possesses state-of-the-art equipment. None of these

is true of Hamas: it does not have tanks, aircraft, or warships. Its members do not all wear distinguishable uniforms,

and they certainly do not adhere to the law of armed conflict. Rather, like many nonstate actors seeking control over

territory, the group has developed an—albeit limited—capability to dispute, seize, and hold territory openly, which is

the key method of conventional warfare. The fact that it is a nonstate actor with no regard for international norms

should not obscure this important truth.

When Armed Groups Form Armies
n my book on the Islamic State (IS), Soldiers of End-Times (https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-

analysis/soldiers-end-times-assessing-military-effectiveness-islamic-state) , I challenge the notion that armed

nonstate actors remain “irregular,” or opt for guerrilla and terrorist tactics by default. Groups like IS that espouse

ambitious ideologies and goals necessitating the seizure and governance of large territories must find the means to

achieve such lofty aims. An essential part of the solution is conventional fighting power, i.e. the ability to physically

destroy opposing forces and hold ground using massed combat power.

An organization does not need all the trappings of a modern Western military to fight conventionally. Basic infantry

tactics (https://warontherocks.com/2018/02/shock-of-the-mundane-the-dangerous-diffusion-of-basic-infantry-

tactics/) , small arms and explosives, and other combat essentials are increasingly available to savvy militants in

an era of greater access (https://books.google.com/books/about/Power_to_the_People.html?

id=2x2yDwAAQBAJ&source=kp_book_description)  to information and goods. IS, for example, implemented a

series of innovations and improvements to its suicide bombing tactics (https://www.mei.edu/publications/car-

bombs-weapons-war-isiss-development-svbieds-2014-19)  to adapt them to the needs of its conventional

campaigns in Iraq, Syria, and elsewhere, even when facing modern state armies. A group can use suicide bombs for

enhanced firepower; motorcycles, weapons caches, and tunnels for communications and logistics; and pickup trucks

for increased mobility. Popularly recognizable features like tanks and destroyers are not necessary—in fact, venerable

military theorists Carl von Clausewitz (https://www.google.com/books/edition/On_War/q4dZyNl0EukC?

hl=en&gbpv=1&printsec=frontcover) , Baron de Jomini (https://www.gutenberg.org/files/13549/13549-h/13549-

h.htm) , and Niccolo Machiavelli (https://books.google.com/books?

id=WLRmHL0gdwEC&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false)  concur on the essential character of infantry

versus the supplementary (if sometimes crucial) character of cavalry and artillery.

Indeed, one finds myriad examples of armed groups creating armies throughout history. Communist rebels in China,

Cuba, Korea, and Vietnam met the United States and other powerful actors on the battlefield. The U.S. Armed Forces

was itself once a rebel group—the Continental Army of George Washington—and the IDF began as the underground

Zionist organization known as the Haganah. Today’s jihadist groups, such as IS, the Taliban, al-Qaeda and its

affiliates, Hezbollah, and Hamas have demonstrated a special penchant for developing armies. Often, these groups

adapt irregular tactics, such as suicide bombing for IS (https://www.mei.edu/publications/car-bombs-weapons-

war-isiss-development-svbieds-2014-19) , to enable conventional operations.

Aspects of Hamas Military Power
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I n its 1988 founding “Covenant (https://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/hamas.asp) ,” Hamas explicitly

prescribes violent “jihad” as the means to reverse the “Jews’ usurpation of Palestine.” It presents as models for its

actions the military campaigns of the vaunted medieval Muslim generals Salah al-Din ibn Ayyub and Baybars. As the

militant Palestinian branch of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, Hamas’s primary goal is, through armed struggle, to

replace the State of Israel with a Palestinian state governed under Hamas’s interpretation of Islamic law. Military

strength is an obvious requirement for achieving this aim. 

An important component of Hamas’s strength is Iranian support. Despite ideological divergences, Iran and Hamas

established connections starting in the early 1990s, as Iran provided (https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-

analysis/how-iran-fuels-hamas-terrorism)  Hamas with training in Lebanon and funding to the tune of millions of

dollars. Iran and Hezbollah, Iran’s powerful Lebanese proxy, taught Hamas how to conduct suicide bombings, fueling

Hamas terrorist campaigns in Israel in the 90s and through the 2000-2005 “Second Intifada

(https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/background-and-overview-of-al-aqsa-intifada) ,” which killed more than

1,000 Israelis. Moreover, Hezbollah provides strategic advice: the October 7 assault largely resembled Hezbollah’s

“Conquering the Galilee” plan (https://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-5420403,00.html)  (that Israel

discovered in 2012), which included deploying elite units to seize northern border communities and take hostages

while simultaneously launching massive rocket salvos and attacks from the sea.

Iran and Hezbollah have smuggled weapons to Hamas overland  (https://www.inss.org.il/publication/arms-

control-in-civil-society-controlling-conventional-arms-smuggling-in-sinai/)  through Sinai via Sudan and Libya,

as well as by sea. Intensive military training and accumulated weapons have allowed Hamas to gradually organize

regional units as large as brigades  (https://ctc.westpoint.edu/the-combat-performance-of-hamas-in-the-gaza-

war-of-2014/)  containing 2,500-3,500 fighters each. Joint exercises since 2020

(https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-67480680)  (such as this one

(https://www.memri.org/tv/hamas-military-drill-kidnap-israeli-soldiers) ) conducted with other Gazan armed

factions like Palestinian Islamic Jihad have habituated units to operating in a coordinated fashion, supported Hamas

command and control, and facilitated cooperation between Hamas and smaller factions. Such efforts began in earnest

once Hamas seized power in the Gaza Strip  (https://www.google.com/books/edition/Hamas/Min9VpiravsC?

hl=en&gbpv=1)  in 2007.

Iran has since supplied materiel and know-how for Hamas to build a sizable rocket arsenal

(https://www.wsj.com/livecoverage/israel-hamas-war-news-gaza-palestinians/card/a-look-at-gaza-s-rocket-

arsenal-BTrAql1qHyQhmdozIjdj) , with more than 10,000 rockets and mortar shells  (https://www.terrorism-

info.org.il/en/operation-iron-swords-updated-to-1-p-m-december-14-2023/)  fired in the current conflict. With

Iran’s help, Hamas has developed a robust domestic rocket-making industry

(https://www.cnn.com/2023/10/11/middleeast/hamas-weaponry-gaza-israel-palestine-unrest-intl-hnk-

ml/index.html)  that uses pipes, electrical wiring, and other everyday materials for improvised production. Hamas

and other Gazan armed factions have terrorized Israeli population centers with rocket attacks, forcing border

communities into bomb shelters for significant stretches and drawing the IDF into major conflicts in Gaza in 2008-

2009 (https://www.idf.il/en/mini-sites/wars-and-operations/operation-cast-lead/) , 2012

(https://www.idf.il/en/mini-sites/wars-and-operations/operation-pillar-of-defence/operation-pillar-of-

defense/) , 2014 (https://www.idf.il/en/mini-sites/wars-and-operations/operation-protective-edge/operation-

protective-edge/) , and 2021 (https://www.idf.il/en/mini-sites/wars-and-operations/operation-guardian-of-the-

walls/operation-guardian-of-the-walls-1/) . Although Israel’s Iron Dome

(https://www.axios.com/2023/10/16/israel-hamas-iron-dome-defense-cost-explained)  air defense system has

complicated rocket attacks due to its 90% interception rate, Hamas’s rockets, together with incendiary balloons

(https://www.cnn.com/2021/06/16/middleeast/israel-gaza-incendiary-balloons-cmd-intl/index.html) , fire-
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bearing kites, and kamikaze drones (https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/how-iran-fuels-

hamas-terrorism) , have been a crucial feature of the group’s arsenal.

Militant tunnel-digging in Gaza dates back to 1967 at least  (https://www.timesofisrael.com/hamas-hezbollah-and-

the-tunnels-whos-inspiring-whom/) , and Hamas has drawn on this tradition and Hezbollah’s tunneling techniques

on the Israel-Lebanon border to bolster its capabilities. Extensive tunnel networks conceal and cover Hamas assets

from air attack while attack tunnels aid infiltration into Israel. In 2006, Hamas kidnapped Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit

via tunnel, whom the group traded  (https://www.reuters.com/article/us-israel-palestinians-shalit/israel-and-

hamas-agree-prisoner-swap-to-free-shalit-idUSTRE79A58R20111011/)  in 2011 for 1,027 prisoners held in Israel.

Israel has since developed strong technology  (https://www.c4isrnet.com/battlefield-tech/2020/10/30/israels-

underground-sensory-concrete-barrier-exposes-tunnel-for-first-time/)  and tactics to find and neutralize attack

tunnels.

Furthermore, Hamas has probed the Gaza border fence directly with its 2018 “ Great March of Return

(https://www.adl.org/resources/report/gaza-march-return-what-you-need-know) " riots, dubbed by Hamas and

organizers as demonstrations meant to draw international attention to the plight of the Palestinians. The weekly

protests mobilized tens of thousands of Gazans on the border with Israel; terrorist operatives with Molotov cocktails,

firearms, and other weapons were embedded in crowds of civilians, whom Hamas sometimes encouraged to deploy

burning tires and incendiary kites. Some also tried to infiltrate into Israel. Dozens, including civilians, died as the IDF

responded, giving Hamas a propaganda victory. This is also an example of how Hamas uses civilians as human

shields (https://lieber.westpoint.edu/what-is-and-is-not-human-shielding/)  to cover its terrorist activities while

observing how Israel responds to its provocations.

Culmination on October 7
his collection of irregular tactics culminated on October 7 in a conventional assault on Israel. It began with

a massive rocket barrage (https://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2023/10/intelligence-failure-or-not-israeli-

military-was-unprepared-respond-hamas-surprise-attack/391152/)  of more than 3,000 rockets over the first

minutes of the war, evidently overwhelming Israeli defenses, which Hamas had been testing with rocket strikes for

years. At the same time, Hamas’s strike force, led by elite fighters from its Nukhba

(https://www.newsweek.com/israel-hamas-air-strikes-elite-nukhba-1834045)  unit that received Iranian

training (https://www.timesofisrael.com/sending-naval-commandos-to-iran-via-sinai-hamas-pushed-egypt-

too-far/) , penetrated the border fence in tandem with attempts (https://www.timesofisrael.com/new-footage-

shows-harbor-security-unit-foiling-hamas-naval-infiltration-on-october-7/)  to infiltrate from the sea. Operatives

on the border jammed IDF communications and sniped surveillance systems

(https://www.mei.edu/publications/october-7-hamas-attack-israeli-overreliance-technology) . Training and

intelligence paid off as attackers overran (https://www.nytimes.com/2023/10/13/world/middleeast/hamas-

israel-attack-gaza.html)  unsuspecting military positions. Some attackers arrived via paraglider

(https://www.calcalistech.com/ctechnews/article/hyt3y3ona) , following years of Hamas special training with the

devices; Hamas likely learned from having previously deployed incendiary balloons and kites—comparably low-tech

flying objects that tested Israeli border defenses under similar circumstances.

Lessons likely gleaned from the March of Return appeared as well. Images emerged

(https://www.timesofisrael.com/gaza-fence-was-not-designed-to-prevent-mass-assault-on-its-own-builder-

said-in-2018/)  after Hamas breached the border fence of Gaza residents coming across it. Despite ample evidence of

its atrocities, Hamas used this to claim  (https://www.memri.org/tv/saleh-arouri-dep-chair-hamas-politburo-not-

target-cvilians)  that its members did not attack or kidnap civilians, and that it was rather frenzied ordinary Gazans

who did so. In addition, the March of Return likely helped Hamas assess the level of force and equipment required to
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break through the fence.

Although tunnels have not appeared in existing accounts of the assault, they are now a major objective for the IDF.

Experts (https://mwi.westpoint.edu/what-can-the-idf-do-about-hamas-tunnels/)  anticipated

(https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/gazas-urban-warfare-challenge-lessons-mosul-and-

raqqa)  that Hamas’s tunnel network would pose unique challenges; the difficulty of destroying tunnels with

airstrikes and the risks they present in urban environments (https://mwi.westpoint.edu/what-can-the-idf-do-

about-hamas-tunnels/)  created heightened uncertainty that, together with Hamas’s possession of Israeli hostages,

possibly delayed the start of Israel’s ground incursion into Gaza.

The ground incursion has nonetheless made rapid progress, so far occupying much of northern Gaza and killing

some 7,800 Hamas members (https://www.jpost.com/israel-hamas-war/article-779439)  in exchange for

about 502 Israeli troops (https://www.gov.il/en/departments/news/swords-of-iron-idf-casualties)  (including

about 280 killed on October 7), according to the IDF. Despite the shock of the initial attack, Hamas’s military power

appears to have culminated when the IDF repelled the October 7 attackers. Thus, while Hamas has achieved what few

armed groups could ever hope to, one should not overstate its battlefield prowess.

Conclusion
amas has shown a significant degree of military capability deployed on October 7 to enable it to commit the

atrocities of that day. It leveraged its training and experience using irregular tactics. Hamas has so far not

performed well as an urban defender and relied more on information warfare and its hostages to keep the IDF from

advancing.

However, an underperforming army is still an army, and conventional ground operations must continue to

completely dislodge Hamas from the territory it holds. A counterterrorism approach centered on precision strikes on

high-value targets and special forces raids, as some officials

(https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2023/10/27/us-urging-israel-rethinkg-gaza-ground-invasion/)

 and observers (https://www.nytimes.com/2023/10/19/opinion/biden-speech-israel-gaza.html)  have called for,

will not suffice for the task of collapsing Hamas’s combat brigades. Once Hamas can no longer hold territory, Israel

can shift back to such an approach to hunt down terrorist remnants that attempt to carry on an insurgency. As long as

Hamas controls Gaza, it will continue to regenerate combat power and improve its military capabilities, as it has done

following previous more limited Israeli campaigns against it. For example, the United States and its allies are able to

execute a counterterrorism-centered strategy against IS in Iraq and Syria now because they prevailed in

the predominantly conventional 2013-2019 war (https://www.amazon.com/Soldiers-End-Times-Assessing-

Military-Effectiveness/dp/1538181320/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1WVBC79GZH4Z1&keywords=soldiers+of+end-

times&qid=1680018152&sprefix=soldiers+of+end-times%2Caps%2C74&sr=8-1)  to dismantle the group’s

territorial “caliphate.”

Hamas is the latest armed nonstate actor to develop conventional military capabilities. As with the rise of IS in 2014

or the fall of Dien Bien Phu in 1954, Hamas’s military and terrorist actions on October 7 came as a surprise. This is

perhaps indicative of an Israeli failure of imagination (https://www.csis.org/analysis/how-could-israeli-

intelligence-miss-hamas-invasion-plans)  leading to a lack of preparation. And that would fall into a historical

pattern of powerful states failing to discern the possibility of their nonstate adversaries conventionalizing.

Ido Levy is an associate fellow with The Washington Institute’s Military and Security Studies Program. This article

was originally published on the IWI website  (https://irregularwarfare.org/articles/how-hamas-built-an-army/) .
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