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Abstract
This article explores how emotions can affect policies of hostage rescue and recovery. Any hostage res-
cue/recovery strategy must consider the relative weights of at least three major goals: 1) maximising chance
of recovering/rescuing the hostages; 2) punishment of the kidnappers; and 3) avoidance of collateral dam-
age and killing of bystanders. This article will show how an understanding of emotion can help explain why
one of these goals comes to dominate another, why one goal fades in importance. The article will argue that
a specific combination of two emotions – anger and contempt – drives the elevation of the punishment goal
above that of maximising chances of hostage recovery while also greatly diminishing any value of collat-
eral damage avoidance. The article considers these issues with a short case study of hostage taking at Attica
Prison in 1971, which serves as a link to the main case – Israel’s post–October 7 hostage policy towards
Gaza.
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Introduction
This article explores how emotions can affect policies of hostage rescue and recovery. It argues that
emotions are a central part of a process tying together pre-hostage-taking group relations, strategic
goal formation, and decisions about hostage recovery tactics.

Figure 1 provides a diagram to serve as a roadmap for the analysis below. Starting on the left,
imagine two groups (X and Y) with distinct identities. As a scope condition for this article, imagine
these hypothetical groups have been in conflict for a long time with stable underlying power and
cultural relationships.Members of groupY takemembers of groupX hostage. Based on a combina-
tion of the hostage taking event and the nature of the previous long-standing relationship between
the groups, members of X become imbued with specific emotions. These emotions, in turn, shape
an ordering of X’s hostage policy goals (top right) and the ways those goals are pursued (bottom
right).

The upper right section of Figure 1 represents the main focus of the article. Any hostage
rescue/recovery strategy must consider the relative weights of at least three major goals:

– maximising chance of recovering/rescuing the hostages
– punishment of the kidnappers
– avoidance collateral damage, killing of bystanders

There is no obvious ordering or weighting of these goals. These goals have intrinsic trade-offs.
This article will show how an understanding of emotion can help explain why one of these goals
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Members of Y take 

members of X 

hostage

Members of X are imbued 

by both the nature of the 

hostage taking event and 

the nature of X/Y 

ordering of X’s goals 

toward hostage policy 

X’s hostage policy 

goals between X and Y

Figure 1. Diagram of the argument.

comes to dominate another, why one goal fades in importance. While rational choice explanations
can be bent to address this phenomenon, this article will show how an emotion-centred approach
can provide a more convincing explanation of both the ordering of goals and the policies that
follow.

The article will argue that a specific combination of two emotions – anger and contempt – will
drive the elevation of the punishment goal above that of maximising chances of hostage recovery
and also greatly diminish any value of collateral damage avoidance. In the terms of Figure 1:

– If imbued with intense anger towards Y, X will elevate the value of punishment
– If imbued with contempt for Y, X will reduce its desire to avoid collateral damage.
– If X is imbued with both intense anger against and contempt for Y, there will be both

heightened desire for punishment and disregard for collateral damage.
– In all of the three of the just-mentioned situations, the relative value of hostage recovery will

decline.

Clearly, the dramatic and painful nature of kidnapping and hostage-taking generates a number
of emotions. There will be fear for the lives of hostages. There could be guilt over the failure to
prevent the hostage-taking. Within any population, there will be a distribution of different percep-
tions and emotions. In some cases, however, specific emotions will become a dominant force for
policy choices. In a number of those cases, the power of anger and contempt is both evident and
overwhelming.

The next four sections proceed to define and discuss methods, emotions, and hostage policy
in theoretical and general terms. The sixth section provides flesh to these issues with a short case
study of hostage-taking at Attica Prison in 1971. The Attica case provides a clear example of anger
and contempt at work.

Thefinal sections directly apply the framework to Israel’s post–October 7 hostage policy towards
Gaza. I will argue that an emotion-based approach addresses many of the puzzles presented by the
case. I will come back to the following puzzles in the closing pages. 1) After negotiating the release
of 105 hostages in November 2023, why were there no successful negotiations for release of more
hostages until mid-January 2025? After all, the ceasefire/hostage deal of January 2025 had essen-
tially been on the table for at least eightmonths. During this period, dozens of Israeli hostages were
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dying.1 2) Relatedly, after the first phase of the ceasefire/hostage negotiation of January 2025, which
led to the release of thirty-three hostages, why did the Israeli government reject proceeding to a
second stage (promising the return of more hostages), choosing instead to implement a blockade
of humanitarian supplies andmobilise for a total assault on the enclave? 3) How can we explain the
Israeli general population’s acceptance of civilian collateral damage amidst world condemnation?
4) What explains the Israeli insistence for achieving ‘total victory’ in Gaza, defined as the complete
eradication of Hamas? As cautioned by US military advisors, the complete eradication of Hamas
was always unlikely. Yet, Netanyahu’s rhetoric of for ‘total victory’ retained support even when the
negative consequences for hostage recovery were understood.

Methods and case selection
The subject of emotion is complicated and defies simple definition.2 The following section defines
emotions in comparison to a straightforward model of rational decision-making. This device is
aimed at those international security scholars coming particularly from a Realist background who
may be accustomed to approaching questions from a rationalist bent. While other security schol-
ars have followed Jervis in pursuing the effects of misperception and a related set of psychological
mechanisms, the literature integrating international security and discrete emotions (such as anger,
fear, etc.)3 is far sparser.4 Comparing a rational cycle with an emotion-centred cycle is an attempt
to focus the discussion and help identify points of disagreement amongmembers of a diverse secu-
rity studies audience. This juxtaposition will also facilitate a discussion of alternative explanations
in section IX.

This article’s conceptual framework for analysing discrete emotions – with the specification
of A, B, and C effects – is an abbreviated form gleaned from several works of Petersen.5 In its
most extensive application, Western Intervention in the Balkans: The Strategic Use of Emotion
in Conflict (2011),6 the framework was employed to examine the role of anger, contempt, fear,
and hatred in contentious and violent cases across the Western Balkans. The framework is most
explicitly addressed as a chapter in A Handbook of Anger: Constituent and Concomitant Biological,
Psychological, and Social Processes.7

Among the larger set of discrete emotions, the article concentrates on anger and contempt for
several reasons. First, it is difficult to imagine victims of hostage-taking not feeling anger. Second,
as outlined below, anger’s effects – desire for punishment, downgrading of risks – make for clear
observable predictions for shaping hostage strategies. Third, contempt brings in identity issues
that are common in international hostage events. Fourth, anger and contempt in combinationmay

1NatanOdenheimer, Ronen Bergman, andGabby Sobelman, ‘Gazawar led to deaths ofmore than 3 dozen hostages, officials
say’, New York Times (8 March 2025).

2For a recent work detailing emotion theory and its controversies, see Agnes Moors, Demystifying Emotions: A Typology
of Theories in Psychology and Philosophy (Cambridge University Press, 2022). The classic work on emotions is Nico Frijda,
The Emotions (Cambridge University Press, 1986). For an exhaustive treatment filled with illustrations from literature and
philosophy, see Jon Elster, Alchemies of the Mind: Rationality and the Emotions (Cambridge University Press, 1999).

3Discrete emotions include recognisable and predictable triggers and specific and identifiable effects, such as those repre-
sented by the A, B, and C arrows in Figure 3 of this article. The set of discrete emotions typically include the ‘basic’ emotions
of joy, sadness, fear, anger, and disgust, which occur across cultures and are usually assumed to be hardwired. Previously, the
study of emotion often addressed emotion in terms of the valence and intensity of an experience while avoiding discussion of
specific emotions.

4There have been recent exceptions, most notably Robin Markwica, Emotional Choices (Oxford University Press, 2018).
5The framework is inspired by works of Jon Elster.
6Roger Petersen,Western Intervention in the Balkans: The Strategic Use of Emotion in Conflict (Cambridge University Press,

2011).
7Roger Petersen and Sarah Zukerman, ‘Anger, violence, and political science’, in M. Potegal, G. Stemmler, &

C. Spielberger (eds), A Handbook of Anger: Constituent and Concomitant Biological, Psychological, and Social Processes
(Springer, 2009), pp. 561–81.
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provide synergies that create an even more emotionally charged situation than in cases when the
emotions exist separately.8

For case selection, the article follows common practices for theory building projects. The Attica
case was chosen as a type of plausibility probe.9 The case presents high values for both elements
on the left side of Figure 1. In terms of ‘the existing relationship between X and Y’, it would be
difficult to find cases in which two sides stood in such stark contrast. An entirely white set of guards
controlled every daily movement of a majority Black and Hispanic prisoner population. One side
with total power over the other. One side imprisoned as criminals, the other side representing law
and order. Prior to the takeover, guard–inmate relations were already poor. In terms of ‘members
of Y take members of X hostage’, the actual takeover of the prison involved initial brutality against
the guards, including one murder. Attica, and perhaps most prisons, also serve as ‘laboratories’.
Without free movement and even controlled visitors, the prison is an isolated, confined, and sealed
off society of its own. In this controlled environment, many possibly confounding variables are not
present. Given these starting conditions, we should expect to clearly see the influence of anger
and contempt. As with any plausibility probe, if we do not see these predicted effects, the original
theory, or at least some of its expectations, should be modified or discarded.

This article was written in two stages. In the first round, which culminated in a meeting of the
hostage politics study group in Berlin, the draft article only contained the Attica Prison case. The
group’s reaction to the draft indicated that the project passed the plausibility probe. The next step
would be to move from the Attica Prison ‘laboratory’ test to a real-world case, one especially of
interest to political science and international relations scholars.

In the group discussion, the Gaza case was a consensus choice to includemoving forward.10 The
choice was hardly surprising as Gaza is often referred to in popular discourse as the ‘world’s largest
open air prison’. Indeed, others have made the Attica/Gaza comparison. For example, responding
to comments by columnist Bret Stephens, David Zirin wrote the following in The Nation:

Gaza is an open-air prison, even if Stephens in all his arrogance casually calls that description
‘a lie.’ For years, according to the United Nations, children have died in Gaza at an alarming
rate from hunger, disease, and Israeli attacks. Now this open-air prison is facing what another
prison, Attica, faced in 1971. The prisoners of Attica fought back against savagely inhumane
conditions… They also took hostages – and then were slaughtered for their efforts. Gaza is
Attica if Attica had been populated by 2.3 million people, half of whom are children.11

Beyond popular perception, the two cases bear strong common characteristics, some of which are
detailed in the case study below. The list of commonalities includes structural variables: extreme
power differential, small size of the territory (by world political unit standards, Gaza is miniscule),
completely controlled borders of the unit. The beginning actions of the event included surprise
and brutality in each event. The negotiating processes themselves bore similarities: in both cases,
negotiations went several identifiable rounds; in both cases, a radical group led the negotiations
on the hostage-takers’ side (the Black Panthers in Attica, Hamas in Gaza); in both cases, the nego-
tiators on the state side involved higher level actors with agendas beyond the hostage event itself
(Governor Rockefeller in the Attica case, Netanyahu in the Gaza case). Given the desire to move
on from Attica to a case with international relations implications, a fundamental question arose:
what case would be better to examine than Gaza?

Finally, both Attica and Gaza might be considered ‘outlier cases’ with outcomes and values
far from the mean. As with ‘laboratory’ type cases, outlier cases are useful for theory building.

8If a contemptible out-group launches violent attacks against one’s in-group, will anger become yetmore intense? Is violence
by a contemptible out-groupmore likely to produce anger than fear?Will attacks by a group seen as inherently inferior produce
longer duration of anger?

9Stephen Van Evera, Guide for Methods for Students of Political Science (Cornell University Press, 1997).
10My personal perception.
11Dave Zirin, ‘The war on Gaza must not be waged in our name’. The Nation (12 October 2023).
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Beliefs
Desires

1.

2.

3.

Figure 2. Action cycle with no reference to emotion.

Following Lieberman, an in-depth case study of an outlier case may be able to identify previously
unobserved variables and causal mechanisms as well as being useful for identifying the boundaries
of the theory.12 Given this conventional wisdom, choosing Attica and Gaza were normal choices,
especially for pursuing under-studied mechanisms related to emotion.

Emotions in comparison with rationality
Emotions can be discussed with comparison to a simple model of rational choice.13 Figure 2 below
illustrates a rational action model. Starting on the right side of Figure 2, individuals are seen as
holding a short list of stable and ordered preferences or desires. Given these preferences, individuals
then collect information about how best to attain their goals. They form beliefs about the most
effective means and strategies to gain what they want. An action then results as a combination of
desires and beliefs.

Figure 3 incorporates Figure 2 but in this cycle, belief also leads to emotion (purple arrow).
Following Ortony et al.: ‘Our claims about the structure of individual emotions are always along
the lines that if an individual conceptualizes a situation in a certain kind of way, then the potential
for a particular type of emotion exists.’14 For the purposes here, the situation is hostage-taking by
members of an opposing group; the relevant conceptualisations are about ‘they taking us’ hostage.
In academic terms, these beliefs are cognitive antecedents for emotions.

If there are clear and powerful cognitive antecedents, a discrete emotion (anger, fear) will follow.
As shown in Figure 3, discrete emotions have identifiable and predictable effects on the three links
in a decision cycle (green lines) leading to an action.These effects are labelled as A, B, and C effects.
First, and most fundamentally, emotions are mechanisms that heighten the saliency of a particular
concern (A effect). This effect is closely related to emotion theorists’ idea of action tendency.15
The emotion acts as a ‘switch’ among a set of basic desires.16 Individuals may value safety, money,
vengeance, and other goals, but emotion compels the individual to act on one of these desires above

12Evan Lieberman, ‘Nested analysis as amixed-method strategy for comparative research’,American Political Science Review,
99:3 (2005), pp. 435–52.

13A standard reference for discussion of the relationship between reason and emotion is Antonio Damasio,Descartes’ Error:
Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain (Quill, 1994).

14Andrew Ortony, Gerald Clore, and Alan Collins, The Cognitive Structure of Emotions (Cambridge University Press,
1998), p. 2.

15Frijda, The Emotions; Jon Elster, Explaining Social Behavior: More Nuts and Bolts for the Social Sciences (Cambridge
University Press, 2015) pp. 146–52.

16Recent work by Valentino et al. has demonstrated how emotion can influence individual policy preferences and voting.
See Nicholas Valentino, Ted Brader, Eric Groenendyk, and Krysha Gregorowicz, ‘Election night’s alright for fighting: The role
of emotions in political participation’, The Journal of Politics, 73:1 (2011), pp. 156–70, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1017/
s0022381610000939}.
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Beliefs Desires

1.

2.

3.

C A

B

Figure 3. Action cycle illustrating three effects of emotion.

all others. Once in place, emotions can produce a feedback effect on information collection (B
effect). Emotions lead to seeking of emotion-congruent information.17 For example, if an individual
is afraid, he or she will privilege information about danger. Third, emotions can directly influence
belief formation (C effect).18 Emotions can be seen as ‘internal evidence’ and beliefs will be changed
to conform to this evidence.19 Even with accurate and undistorted information, emotion can affect
belief formation.The same individual with the same informationmay develop one belief under the
sway of one emotion and a different belief under the influence of a different emotion.

This framework can also be used to identify and specify the components of discrete emotions.
This article will consider four emotions most clearly relevant to hostage-taking: anger, fear, con-
tempt, and guilt. We can identify the beliefs/cognitions that trigger each of these emotions and
furthermore specify their A, B, and C effects.

Anger forms from the belief that an individual or group has committed an offensive action
against one’s self or group. Anger will be most likely to form and intensify when the cognitive
antecedents about actors and the nature of the situation are very clear. Anger is most intense if
there is no ambiguity about the identity or purpose of the perpetrator20 and when there is an iden-
tified agentwho can be punished or prosecuted. Furthermore, ‘sense of control’ is important. Anger
is most likely to arise, and become more intense, when the individual has a sense of control and an
ability to retaliate.21

Anger’s A effects heighten desire for punishment and vengeance against a specific actor. Under
the influence of anger, individuals become ‘intuitive prosecutors’ specifying perpetrators and seek-
ing vengeance.22 Anger’s B effects distort information in predictable ways.23 The angry person

17Gerald Clore and J. R. Huntsinger, ‘How emotions inform judgment and regulate thought’, Trends in Cognitive Science
Trends, 11:9 (2007), pp. 393–9, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2007.08.005}.

18Nico Frijda, Antony Manstead, and Sascha Bem (eds), Emotions and Beliefs: How Feelings
Influence Thoughts (Cambridge University Press, 2000).
19Gerald L. Clore, Robert S.Wyer, BruceDienes, KarenGasper, CarolGohm, and Linda Isbell, ‘Affective feelings as feedback:

Some cognitive consequences’, in Leonard Martin and Gerald Clore (eds),Theories of Mood and Cognition: A User’s Guidebook
(Psychology Press, 2001), pp. 27–62.

20Aidan Milliff, ‘Facts shape feelings: Information, emotions, and the political consequences of violence’, Political Behavior,
45 (2021), pp. 1169–90, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-021-09755-1}; J. Haidt, ‘The moral emotions’, in R. J.
Davidson, K. Scherer, and H.H. Goldsmith (eds), Handbook of Affective Sciences (Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 852–70.

21Jennifer Lerner and Larissa Tiedens, ‘Portrait of the angry decision maker: How appraisal tendencies shape anger’s
influence on cognition’, Journal of Behavioral Decision Making, Special Issue on Emotion and Decision Making, 19:2
(2006), pp. 115–37.

22J. H. Goldberg, Jennifer Lerner, and Philip Tetlock, ‘Rage and reason:The psychology of the intuitive prosecutor’, European
Journal of Social Psychology, 29 (1999), pp. 781–95.

23Jennifer Lerner and Dacher Keltner, ‘Beyond valence: Toward a model of emotion-specific influences on judgment and
choice’, Cognition and Emotion, 14:4 (2000), pp. 473–93.
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lowers the threshold for attributing harmful intent; the angry individual blames humans, not the
situation.24 Anger tends to produce stereotyping.25 Anger’s C effects shape the way individuals
form beliefs. Under the influence of anger, individuals lower risk estimates and are more willing to
engage in risky behaviour.26 Anger provides a sense of higher control of one’s environment. In sum,
anger heightens desire for punishment against a specific actor, creates a downgrading of risk, and
increases prejudice and blame, as well as selective memory. As noted by Carly Wayne, ‘for angry
individuals support for retaliation may be motivated for offensive aims, punishing the perpetrator
simply because they deserve it’.27

Fear forms from beliefs about danger. Under fear, individuals value self-preservation above all
else. As discussed below, the action tendency of fear (A effect) will differ according to the situ-
ation but is always oriented towards blunting the primary threat. As with all emotions, fear will
lead individuals to process information and form beliefs to confirm the cognitive-appraisal aspects
of the emotion. Accordingly, under fear they will privilege information about danger (B effect).28
Spectacular violent events can cause individuals to see subsequent actions through a framework
of fear.29 The C effects of fear can be illustrated in a comparison with those of anger.30 While both
anger and fear affect beliefs about risk, they do so in opposite directions. Individuals under the sway
of fear become more risk-averse; those under the influence of anger become more risk-acceptant.
As Halperin sums up, ‘fear usually is associated with avoidance tendencies as well as with motiva-
tions to avoid taking risks and to create a safer environment… Importantly, that means that people
who are dominated by fear are not directly motivated to hurt anyone.’31

Anger and fear stem from beliefs about an opponent’s actions. The emotion of contempt forms
from beliefs about an opponent’s essential nature. The emotion of contempt results from cognition
that a group or object is inherently inferior or defective. It is the ‘rejection of, or an attitude of indif-
ference toward, something or someone esteemed to be of low value’.32 In more blunt terms, ‘The

24Dacher Keltner, Phoebe Ellsworth, and Kari Edwards, ‘Beyond simple pessimism: Effects of sadness and anger on social
perception’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 64 (1993), pp. 740–52.

25Galen Bodenhausen, Lori Sheperd, and Geoffrey Kramer, ‘Negative affect and social judgment – the differential impact
of anger and sadness’, European Journal of Social Psychology, 24:1 (1994), pp. 45–62.

26Jennifer Lerner and Dacher Keltner, ‘Fear, anger, and risk’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 81:1
(2001), pp. 146–59; D. Gallagher and Gerald Clore, ‘Effects of fear and anger on judgments of risk and evaluations of blame’,
Paper presented at the Midwestern Psychological Association, May 1985; Jennifer Lerner, Roxanna Gonzalez, Deborah Small,
and Baruch Fischoff, ‘Effects of fear and anger on perceived risks of terrorism: A national field experiment’, Psychological
Science, 14:2 (2003), pp. 144–50.

27Carly Wayne, ‘Terrified or enraged? Emotional microfoundations of public counterterror attitudes’, International
Organization, 77 (2023), pp. 824–47 (p. 827).

28Lerner andKeltner, ‘Beyond valence’. DanielGardner surveys research that indicates that simply providingmore and better
information does not always counter the effects of fear. See Daniel Gardner, The Science of Fear (Dutton, 2008), pp. 139–43.
For a broader examination of the mitigation of fear in war, see Roger Petersen and Evangelos Liaris, ‘Countering fear in war:
The strategic use of emotion’, Journal of Military Ethics, 5:4 (2006), pp. 317–33.

29SeeDiegoGambetta on this point, as well as a list of other cognitive distortions (groupthink, incestuous amplification, and
wishful thinking) related to terrorism and 9/11 in ‘Reason and terror: Has 9/11 made it hard to think straight?’, Boston Review
29:2 (April/May 2004). On this specific point, Gambetta quotes Donald Rumsfeld on the effects of 9/11: ‘The coalition did not
act in Iraq because we had discovered dramatic new evidence of Iraq’s pursuit of weapons ofmassmurder.We acted because we
saw the existing evidence in a new light through the prism of our experience on September 11.’ Rumsfeld’s justification brings
up the difference between a visceral emotional fear and simply prudence. No doubt Rumsfeld would be claiming to be acting
on rational prudence (many others would claim that his justification is a smokescreen for a political agenda). On the difference
between visceral fear and prudence, see Jon Elster, Explaining Social Behavior (Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 77–8.
As Elster notes, however, the fact that so many individuals altered their travel plans in the wake of 9/11 indicated the effect of
a visceral fear on substantial numbers of people.

30Lerner and Keltner, ‘Fear, anger, and risk’.
31Eran Halperin, Emotions in Conflict: Inhibitors and Facilitators of Peace Making (Routledge Taylor and Francis Group,

2016), p. 72.
32Frijda, The Emotions, p. 73.
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basic notion of contempt is: “I’m better than you and you are lesser thanme.”’33 TheA effect of con-
tempt is avoidance, to ignore the group in question. The B and C effects are the well-documented
phenomena connected to racism and prejudice. Attention funnelling prevents the consideration
of any positive actions or value of the stigmatised group; the fundamental attribution error is
prominent.

Some emotions form from beliefs about oneself. If an individual perceives that they have com-
mitted a blameworthy action, they may feel guilt. As emotion theorist Nico Frijda described, guilt
comes from ‘knowing you cannot claim to be what you would like to be’.34 Guilt can create a psy-
chic pain that propels an action tendency to atone for one’s bad action. Under the burden of guilt,
individuals may obsess about what they did and how they could have acted differently.

To come back to the comparison with rational choice that began this section, it should be clearly
stated that emotions do not inherently involve irrationality. Indeed, in many situations, the A, B,
and C effects described above are helping the individual create priorities, select the most relevant
information, and motivate decision-making in a way to help meet an existing problem or threat.
As William Riker has pointed out, rational individuals may operate according to several different
sorts of strategies (‘sincere’, ‘avoid the worst’, ‘average value’, ‘sophisticated’).35 Emotions can affect
which strategy becomes operative. For example, it is likely that emotions such as fear can influence
a switch in method of belief formation, perhaps to an ‘avoid the worst’ strategy.

On the other hand, there are obvious points of contention. Above all, the emotions approach
does not assume a stable preference ordering. Emotions can heighten and shape the relative weight
of desires and even create obsessions (A effects). Obviously, emotions can produce irrationality.
They often make individuals bias their information collection and heighten their prejudices (B
effects). Emotions can set off clearly irrational mechanisms like wishful thinking (C effect). They
can drive individuals to downplay risks to the point of self-destruction.

For many scholars, the question is whether the inclusion of emotions, and their complications,
are worth the decline in parsimony. For scholars employing rational choice, the most common
attack against including emotions is their ‘squishiness’, that they can be flexibly applied in an undis-
ciplined fashion. Given the advancing knowledge on discrete emotions, this criticism is losing its
validity. We can recognise when an emotion is present and, crucially, when it is not present by
assessing the presence or absence of all three of the effects just discussed. If anger is present, we
should see its effects on preferences, information, and belief formation (in a controlled laboratory,
we could also see specific facial expressions and physiological responses). If fear is a driving force,
we should see a different set of effects on all three links in the chain. The rational choice approach
to decision-making using ‘as-if ’ assumptions and retroactively constructing preference orderings
is no less ‘squishy’.

In section IX, we will come back to the questions listed at the end of the Introduction. The
sections will juxtapose the rational choice approach and the emotional counterpart. The reader
can assess their relative value in explanation.

How emotions affect hostage policy goals
Thediscussion above provides several insights on howwe should expect emotions to shape hostage
policy. Anger forms from the belief that an individual or group has committed an offensive
action against one’s self or group. In our abstract example, members of group Y have commit-
ted a grave and offensive action. Hostage-taking, or kidnapping in common parlance, not only
invokes moral outrage, but is a violation of international law as well. In turn, anger heightens a

33Paul Ekman Group, Contempt (2005), available at: {https://www.paulekman.com/universal-emotions/what-is-
contempt/}, accessed 17 February 2026.

34Frijda, The Emotions, p. 100.
35William Riker, The Art of Political Manipulation (Yale University Press. 1986), p. 26.
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desire for punishment. Members of X are undoubtedly going to feel anger against Y in the wake of
hostage-taking.

Anger not only directs the central goal of hostage policy towards punishment, but once in place
the emotion will sustain beliefs about the efficacy of that strategy (C effect). Anger provides its
holder with a sense of control (the opposite of the emotion of fear). With a hostage policy ori-
ented towards military action rather than negotiation, anger will work to diminish clear-headed
assessments of the risks to hostages of that policy (C effect).Moreover, angerwill prevent the collec-
tion and serious evaluation of information suggesting that the punishment strategy is not working.
Instead of engaging in debate, those opposing the punishment strategy will likely be called terrorist
sympathisers or, at a minimum, naïve.

The main effect of contempt is also clear. The emotion of contempt results from cognition that a
group or object is inherently inferior or defective. Correspondingly, the human value of the oppo-
nent’s group is low. Under the emotion of contempt, individuals in Group X are largely incapable of
empathy for anyone in Group Y.They will engage in stereotyping, unable to distinguish the general
population of the group from the actual hostage-takers. Only information demonstrating the cul-
pability of the entire opposing group will find currency. Accordingly, collateral damage becomes a
minor concern, if not a desired outcome.With a high level of contempt, the goal of avoiding collat-
eral damage may essentially fall out of the preference set altogether. The members of the opposing
group, all of them, deserve what is coming to them.

The effects of anger can interact with those of the emotion of contempt. Anger increases the
stereotyping underlying contempt. Crimes by the contemptible inferior group may heighten the
belief that a grave wrong has been committed, in turn intensifying anger and the drive for punish-
ment. In sum, this combination will drive punishment above hostage rescue and make collateral
damage a minor concern.

The emotions of fear and guiltmake very different predictions. As outlined above, fear heightens
a drive for self-preservation or, in the case of hostage-taking, a drive for the preservation of the
hostages’ lives. Indeed, this fear is the central tool of kidnappers. They count on fear to coerce
targets to pay ransoms while avoiding going to the authorities. In terms of the present framework,
fear should elevate the goal of maximisation of recovery chances above that of punishment.

The emotion of guilt may also be present in hostage-taking.36 In the framework here, some
members of X will come to believe that their lack of vigilance makes them responsible for their
fellow X members’ captivity and danger. Guilt will drive them to atone for this sin. The best way to
atone is to bring back the victims safely. In short, if guilt is a dominant driving emotion, we should
see the weight of the goal of hostage recovery surpass that of punishment. We should also see X
members engage in blaming themselves, at least in part, for allowing the hostage-taking.

In hostage taking events, as well as other violent events, individuals will likely experience some
degree of both fear and anger. But as recent research suggests, one of these emotions will usually be
felt with more intensity than the other and will subsequently become themain force in perceptions
and actions.37

The first link in the chain: Existing group relations
The literature on kidnapping and hostage-taking does not sufficiently address the role of existing
identities among perpetrator and victim groups. No one denies that hostage-taking is an inherently
emotional phenomenon, but the emotional nature of hostage-taking is even more pronounced
when occurring as part of group-based conflict. In such circumstances, individuals will likely frame
the event as ‘they have taken us’ hostage. In this situation, long-term perceptions of ‘they’ – the

36For general discussions about the emotion of guilt, see Halperin, Emotions in Conflict, chapter 7.
37Matthew Rhodes-Purdy, Rachel Navarre, and Stephen Utych, ‘Measuring simultaneous emotions: Existing problems and

a new way forward’, Journal of Experimental Political Science, 8:1 (2021), pp. 1–14.
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opposing group’s power, essence, and motivation – will affect the intensity of the emotions capable
of shaping policy and strategic responses.38

Here, we take into account two characteristics of group relations most relevant to the emotions
of anger and contempt. First, consider power differentials. When the power balance is overwhelm-
ing in favour of group X (the victim group in our hypothetical situation), anger will likely be far
more intense than if the power balance between X and Y is equal. As a general point, when the
usually powerless take the powerful hostage, the action is a crime against not only laws but also the
natural order. Hostage-taking provides a measure of power to the powerless who do not deserve it.

More specifically to anger, as mentioned above, a belief in the ability to retaliate helps initiate
and intensify the emotion. In an observation going back to Aristotle, one only gets angry when
revenge is possible.39 Obviously, the powerful will believe that revenge is possible against the weak.
If the groups are equal in power, the costs and possibilities of revenge are higher, and the level of
anger correspondingly lower. Furthermore, if X and Y are equal in power, X will be more likely to
fear Y. Fear, in turn, is more likely to drive negotiation or appeasement more than punishment.

The second key relationship concerns cultural status and the emotion of contempt. In some
cases, Group X might see Group Y as inherently inferior and defective. This variable has its main
effect on the goal of collateral damage avoidance. As the very value of Y’s lives are lower, the value of
their injury and death in X’s strategic calculations will be lower. Given contempt’s accompanying
mechanisms of stereotyping and attribution error, members of X will not differentiate between
perpetrators and bystanders – given their low character, all Ys are likely complicit.

Two more sub-hypotheses can be connected to the presence of contempt.

– X’s punishment of Y will more likely involve aspects of humiliation. If Y is less human, there
is less need to be humane.

– More speculatively, in justifying its severe punishment of Y, X will provide descriptions
(usually false) of Y’s depraved actions. Other members of X, under the confirmation biases
produced by the emotions, will accept these stories.

The expectation from the analysis here predicts that when a large power differential and cul-
tural contempt combine, the conditions form a ‘perfect storm’ leading to high deaths all around.
When the powerless and the contemptible take hostages, we will likely see more death of hostages,
kidnappers, and bystanders.

Perhaps no real-world situation captures this ‘perfect storm’ more than when prisoners take
their guards captive.

An illustration of a ‘perfect storm’: Attica Prison, September 1971
As mentioned in Section II, the Attica case was selected as a plausibility probe of a ‘perfect storm’.
Given its apparent high values on the identity and attack factors on the left side of Figure 1, we
should expect to see the remaining links in the chain unfold to see the emotions of anger and
contempt shape hostage strategy goals and actions.

38For treatment of the relationship among identities, emotions, and punishment/retaliation, see Wayne, ‘Terrified or
enraged’, pp. 828–9; James Piazza, ‘Terrorist suspect religious identity and public support for harsh interrogation and detention
practices’, Political Psychology, 36:6 (2015), pp. 667–90; Bastian Schiller, Thomas Baumgartner, and Daria Knoch, ‘Intergroup
bias in third-party punishment stems from both ingroup favoritism and outgroup discrimination’, Evolution and Human
Behavior, 35:3 (2014), pp. 169–75.

39Aristotle stated, ‘no one grows angry with a person on whom there is no prospect of taking vengeance, and we feel com-
paratively little anger, or none at all, with those who are much our superiors in power’. This passage is from Aristotle’s Rhetoric
and is cited in Elster, Alchemies, p. 58.
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On 9 September 1971, inmates at Attica Prison in upstate New York rioted and took forty-two
guards and staff hostage.40 During the takeover, several guards were beaten with shovel handles,
bats, and pipes; some were made to run a gauntlet of abuse.41 One guard would later die of wounds
suffered in the takeover.42

On the identity side, Atticawas a site of toxic relations between inmates and guards.Thepurpose
of amaximum-security prison is to render a ‘defective’ group (felons) powerless (as prisoners).The
prisoners certainly saw themselves as the object of contempt. In June, months before the riot, a
manifesto of a group of inmates opened by stating: ‘We the inmates of Attica Prison have come to
recognise that because of our posture a prisoners and branded characters as alleged criminals, the
administration and prison employees no longer consider or respect us as human beings but rather
as domesticated animals selected to do their bidding and slave labor and furnished as a personal
whipping dog for their sadistic psychopathic hate.’43 Similar ideas could be found on the prison
staff side. After the riot was put down, the Attica Prison doctor, Dr Williams, dismissed critics of
the state’s forceful retaking of the prison and the high death toll. DrWilliams stated, ‘These convicts
aren’t appreciative of anything. They’re rapists, murderers. They’re animals. And you want me to
be sympathetic: I think they got what they deserved.’44

The seizure of a major section of this maximum-security prison was a complete surprise. That
the powerless had suddenly taken the powerful hostage created predictable anger in the powerful.
Confined to their cells for fourteen to sixteen hours each day, the inmates had certainly had little
power. Now, the prisoners, led by Black Panthers and Muslims, could dictate the pace of negotia-
tions.45 As Thompson writes of Prison Superintendent Vincent Mancusi: ‘Here he was, fifty-seven
years old with a college degree from the State University of New Paltz and a high position within
the state bureaucracy, and he had to go hat in hand to a bunch of thugs to ask them what in the hell
they wanted. Although he thought this was outrageous, it was unavoidable.’46

During the negotiations, emotions clearly affected the thinking of security personnel. In the
words of state trooper F. D. Smith: ‘an attitude of disgust was apparent among troopers and guards
on Sunday, the 12th… A number of our people were heard to be wishing for “something to happen
even if it’s the wrong thing.”’47

As state officials planned the operation to retake the prison, journalist Tom Wicker, who as a
member of the Observers Committee had met with both prisoners and prison officials constantly
over the negotiating period, ‘simply took it for granted that no one wanted “the irrationality of
bloodshed and death”’.48 In his book, A Time to Die: The Attica Prison Revolt, Wicker summarised
his lack of insight during the event. Describing himself in the third person, Wicker wrote: ‘He had

40See ‘Attica: The Official Report of The New York State Special Commission on Attica’, commonly known as the McKay
report, for an official version of events digitized by New York State Library and found at {https://nysl.ptfs.com/aw-server/
rest/product/purl/NYSL/s/1d8e4c4c-dfd1-4de1-9ba3-c5541ffb6506}. There are numerous books and articles on the legacy of
Attica. For example, see Robert Weiss (ed.), ‘Attica: 1971–1991, A commemorative issue’, Social Justice, 18:3.(2016). Weiss’s
introductory article provides a summary. See Robert Weiss, ‘Attica: the “bitter lessons” forgotten? Social Justice 18:3 (2016), pp.
1-12. For a discussion of state of prisoner rights and violence in US prisons concentrating on Attica, see Andrew Mamo, ‘”The
dignity and justice that is due to us by right of our birth”: Violence and rights in the 1971 Attica riot’,Harvard Civil Rights-Civil
Liberties Law Review 49, pp. 531–67.

41Tom Wicker, A Time to Die: The Attica Prison Riot (Haymarket Books, 2011), p. 16.
42Guard William Quinn died two days after the takeover.
43Heather AnnThompson,Blood in theWater:TheAttica PrisonUprising of 1971 and Its Legacy (Vintage Books, 2017), p. 32.

Thompson’s book won the Pulitzer Prize and is a standard reference for the Attica events.
44Wicker, A Time to Die, pp. 80–1. In his introduction to a volume on the legacy of Attica, Robert Weiss emphasises the

‘invisibility’ of prison inmates, a basic indicator and hallmark of a contemptible status. See Robert Weiss, ‘Introduction: The
“bitter lessons” forgotten?’ (2016).

45During the negotiations, the prisoners treated the captured guards in a decent fashion, careful not to diminish their only
source of leverage.

46Thompson, Blood in the Water, p. 71.
47Thompson, Blood in the Water, p. 153.
48Wicker, A Time to Die, p. 44.
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not yet seen…that the novel process in which they were involved could scarcely be rational at all,
either on the part of the state or on the part of the inmates – rational, that is, in the sense that each
side could pursue its interests coldly, rather than yielding to passions, prejudices, fear, and hatred.’49

Clearly, state officials quickly came to accept that hostages were going to die with a forceful
retaking of the prison.GeneralO’Hara later stated of the planningmeetings: ‘It was the general con-
sensus of opinion by all the official present that…if the prison was retaken by force the hostages
would be killed.’50 Indeed, the details of the plan guaranteed that hostages would likely not be
spared. First, the assault would be led by New York State police (NYSP) rather than the National
Guard; the latter were trained for civilian disturbances and had a well-formed plan in place, while
the former had no formal training. While the prisoners had no firearms, the NYSP and guards
would use shotguns with a wide blast range, revolvers, and rifles often loaded with unjacketed bul-
lets.51 None of the weapons were registered before the assault, so there could be no accountability
in their use.

At the beginning of the assault, a helicopter dropped immobilising tear gas into the prison yard.
Although there was a momentary possibility of taking back the yard with little bloodshed, troop-
ers opened fire into an emerging chaos. Even after the troopers gained command of the catwalks,
the assault ferociously continued. Hostage Michael Smith later testified, ‘it was just like they indis-
criminately shot everyone. And it seemed like we fell like dominos… I have four entry wounds, and
they’re in a vertical order, and they start just below my navel. So whoever shot me was an excellent
marksman; it was intentional because the pattern was in a vertical and not horizontal. And the
bullets exploded on impact and, uh, damaged a lot of stuff inside.’52 As Thompson summarises:
‘Strollo and Smith’s fellow troopers, the correction officers, and the other members of law enforce-
ment were just getting started. After clearing the catwalks so there was not a single man standing
on any of them, the NYSP launched its ground assault. It was instantly clear to everyone huddled
there that the troopers and COs were no longer merely trying to regain control of the facility. That
was already done.They now seemed determined tomake Attica prisoners pay a high price for their
rebellion.’53

The final numbers told a story. Of the thirty-eight hostages who remained in the yard at the
time of the assault, nine were killed, with another severely wounded and later dying – all from
bullets fired from security personnel. Twenty-nine inmates were shot fatally.54 Both the hostage
and prisoner deaths often resulted from buckshot scatter and the use of unjacketed bullets. At least
eighty-three other inmates were treated for gunshot wounds.55

Following the sub-hypotheses related to contempt, state security personnel produced false sto-
ries of inmate depravity, often taking a sexual turn.Theprison public relations director immediately
claimed that all nine of the dead hostages were killed by prisoners. The Deputy Commissioner,
Walter Dunbar, claimed that one of the prisoners ‘took a knife and grabbed young officer Smith
and castrated him…and took this man’s organs and stuck them in his mouth in clear view of us
all…we saw it. We saw it.’56

49Wicker, A Time to Die, p. 45.
50Thompson, Blood in the Water, p. 157.
51Marksmen would use powerful .270 rifles with unjacketed bullets able to hit a five-inch target at 1000 yards. See Wicker,

A Time to Die, pp. 273–4, for a detailed list of weapons and tactics, including information on the shotgun blast patterns.
52Charles River Editors, The Attica Prison Riot: The History and Legacy of America’s Most Famous Prison Riot (CreateSpace

Independent Publishing Platform, 2015).
53Thompson, Blood in the Water, p. 183.
54Numbers are from the Timeline of Events of the Attica Prison Uprising and Subsequent Legal Actions, New York State

Archive, available at: {https://www.archives.nysed.gov/research/topic-attica-timeline}, accessed 18 February 2026.
55Wicker, A Time to Die, p. 296.
56Thompson, Blood in the Water, p. 195; also, Wicker, A Time to Die, p. 289.
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After retaking the prison, in a clear act of humiliation, inmateswere forced to run naked through
a gauntlet while being hit with batons. Many inmates were made to crawl on the ground with their
hands behind their heads.57

In retrospect, many of the major actors in this drama did not anticipate the outcome. The
inmates believed their holding of hostages would deter the ordering of a full-on armed attack. As
reported by observer Wicker, inmate leader Champen held: ‘We felt that their lives meant some-
thing to the administration… How can you come in and kill the man you sat down with last week
and drank a beer or bowled with?’58 In a poll of inmates recorded in the official state report, 46.8
per cent of responding inmates did not expect that the state forces would use guns.59 On the other
side, at his vice-presidential hearing in 1974, Governor Rockefeller lamented the use of lethal force
and believed an immediate retaking of the prison might have avoided the use of deadly weapons.
In the end, no one’s beliefs or desires for restraint played out.

In this extreme case of powerlessness and prejudice, anger and contempt, state actors down-
graded hostage rescue, upgraded punishment, and were indifferent, at best, to killing prisoners
who were more bystander than perpetrator.

The Gaza Strip after 7 October 2023
As argued at the end of Section II above, the leap from Attica to Gaza is not a long one, with the
two cases sharing key similarities. There is perhaps no place on earth with a power/wealth gap as
wide as the one that separates Gazans from Israelis. Although usually treated as an interstate con-
flict, in terms of international law, Gaza is under Israeli occupation. Gaza’s 2.3 million residents are
crammed into 140 square miles, making it one of the most densely populated areas in the world.
In 2018, over half of Gaza’s population lived under the poverty line; the employment rate was also
over 50 per cent.60 Israel’s border fence around Gaza resembled not just a prison, but a highly forti-
fied prison with multiple fences, underground concrete barriers, no-go zones, observation towers,
various sensors, and remotely operated weapons. See Figure 4 for an illustration.

While Israel had restricted movement from Gaza earlier, the real prison-like conditions began
after a sequence of events taking place from2005 to 2007. Israel disbanded its settlements inGaza in
2005: Hamas won legislative elections in 2006; Hamas then consolidated control after a deadly con-
test with Fatah. One of the world’s leading experts on Arab life in Israel, Ian Lustick, summarised
Gaza’s post-2007 situation as a prison with Hamas acting as a prisoner organisation similar to the
ones found in the Israeli prisons at Megiddo, Ashkelon, and Beit She’an:

Gaza became a resource-starved and overpopulated open-air prison, forced to rely on Israel
for food, water, electricity, trade, mail delivery, access to fishing, medical care, or contact with
the outside world. From then on, Israel has effectively treated Hamas as the prisoner organi-
zation responsible for preventing the inmates – none of whom have been placed on trial, and
all of whom have life sentences – from harming Israel or Israelis.61

When Gaza became a source of trouble, Israel made repeated armed forays into the territory. In
the summer of 2014, after Hamas kidnapped and killed three Israelis, Israel launched a seven-week
war, killing 2,100 Palestinians (with sixty-seven Israeli soldiers dead). In the spring of 2018, Israeli

57Wicker, A Time to Die, p. 287.
58Wicker, A Time to Die, p. 244.
59Reported by Wicker, A Time to Die, p. 245.
60These figures for the poverty number are from the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs and from

the Israeli NGO Gisha on unemployment. See available at: {https://gisha.org/en/unemployment-rate-in-gaza-reaches-new-
record-high-of-52-percent-in-2018/}.

61The title of Lustick’s Foreign Affairs article specifically referenced Gaza as a prison. See Ian Lustick, ‘Vengeance is not
a policy: Emotionally driven reactions from Washington won’t prevent future violence. Dismantling the Gaza prison could’
Foreign Policy (13 October 2023). Lustick is also known for his 1980 workArabs in the Jewish State: Israel’s Control of a National
Minority (University of Texas Press, 1980).
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Figure 4. Israel’s border fence with Gaza.

troops fired on Palestinian protestors at the border fence, an incident leading to more violence
and 170 Palestinian dead. In the spring of 2021, during Ramadan, Palestinian protests over Israeli
policy at the Al-Aqsa led to a conflict of Hamas rockets versus Israeli air strikes, resulting in 260
Palestinian and thirteen Israeli dead. In this wider temporal frame, Lustick describes the October
7 events: ‘Hamas and the Islamic Jihad did not start a war; they launched a prison revolt.’62

As in the Attica case, we can use reference to Figure 1 to guide the analysis. Start with the
issue of the longer-term relationship between the two relevant sides. By most measures, Israelis
have contempt for Palestinians in general.63 A 2022 Amnesty International report entitled ‘Israel’s
Apartheid against Palestinians: A Cruel System of Domination and a Crime against Humanity’

62Lustick, ‘Vengeance is not a policy’.
63In previous work, I measured contempt through levels of intermarriage, residential patterns and integration, and the use

of common derogatory terms for the out-group. See Petersen, Western Intervention, pp. 56–60.
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documents how ‘Israeli authorities treat Palestinians as an inferior racial group who are defined by
their non-Jewish, Arab status’.64

Scholarly surveys have documented the persistence of stereotypes and their inculcation in youth
long before the present conflict. A 2014 survey found ‘Overall, increases in negative stereotypes
about ethnic out-groups by both Israeli Jews and Palestinians gives credence to the development
of delegitimizing beliefs, or the process of attributing extremely negative characteristics to out-
groups with the purpose of denying their humanity’.65 In a 2000 Israeli public opinion poll, over 30
per cent of respondents admitted to seeing Arabs as unintelligent, dishonest, and violent.66

Other commentators have discussed Israel’s high contempt for Gazans specifically. Danish pro-
fessor Somdeep Sen published a 2021 article in Foreign Policy titled, ‘Why Israel Hates Gaza’,
with the subtitle ‘Israel’s Leaders Have Always Shown Contempt for Palestinians in the Gaza
Strip because Their Past – and Ongoing Presence – Pose a Direct Challenge to Israel’s Founding
Myth’. Sen summarises: ‘The Enclave frequently finds itself outside the scope of normal conversa-
tion in Israel–Palestine. It is instead viewed as an exceptionally contemptible place that deserves
exceptionally repressive measures.’67

Recall that the action tendency of contempt is to separate from the inferior group, to try to ignore
them if possible. As Israeli writer Peretz Kidron described Israeli attitudes towards Palestinians in
an interview published in 2007, ‘The main motive is that we don’t want to see them, don’t want
to hear them. We just want to pretend they’re not there.’68 This view seems to have been the core
of elected Prime Minister Netanyahu’s policy over the past two decades. If it is impossible to com-
pletely ignore a contemptible other, as in the occupiedWest Bank, the action tendency of contempt
is to cement the group’s subordinate status. As an Israeli reservist in the West Bank summarised
in 2007: ‘We are occupying their land – and I hate to say it – we are their masters… We tell them
when to go to sleep, we tell them when to get up. We tell them whether they can go through the
checkpoint and what they can carry with them.’69

Following Figure 1, the nature of the hostage-taking event is the second starting point element.
The Hamas-led attacks on Israelis on October 7 were brutal and barbaric. By the numbers:

According to Israeli sources, more than 1,200 persons were killed directly by members of
the various Palestinian armed groups and others and by rockets and mortars launched from
the Gaza Strip. Of these, at least 809 were civilians, including at least 280 women, 68 were
foreign nationals and 314were Israelimilitary personnel. Among those killedwere 40 children
(including at least 23 boys and 15 girls confirmed by the Commission) and 25 persons aged 80
and over. In addition, 14,970 people were injured and transferred to hospitals for treatment.
At least 252 people were abducted toGaza as hostages, including 90women, 36 children, older
people and members of Israeli Security Forces.70

64Amnesty International, ‘Israel’s apartheid against Palestinians: A cruel system of domination and a crime against human-
ity’ (1 February 2022), available at: {https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/02/israels-apartheid-against-palestinians-
a-cruel-system-of-domination-and-a-crime-against-humanity/}, accessed 18 February 2026.

65Erika Niwa, Paul Boxer, Eric Dubow, L. Rowell Huesmann, Simha Landau, Khalil Shikaki, and Shira Dvir Gvirsman,
‘Negative stereotypes of ethnic out-groups: A longitudinal examination among Palestinian, Israeli Jewish, and Israeli Arab
youth’, Journal of Research on Adolescence, 26:1 (2014), pp. 166–79. In a 2000 Israeli public opinion poll, over 30 per cent of
respondents admitted to seeing Arabs as unintelligent, dishonest, and violent.

66Stuart Kaufman, ‘Narratives and symbols in violent mobilization: The Palestinian–Israeli case’, Security Studies, 18
(2009), pp. 1–35 (p. 27).

67Somdeep Sen, ‘Why Israel hates Gaza’, Foreign Policy (26 December 2021).
68Philip Winslow, Victory for Us Is to See You Suffer: In the West Bank with the Palestinians and the Israelis (Beacon Press,

2007), p. 199.
69Winslow, Victory for Us Is to See You Suffer, p. 14.
70HumanRights Council, Independent International Commission of Inquiry on theOccupied Palestinian Territory, includ-

ing East Jerusalem, and Israel, Fifty-Sixth Session, ‘Detailed findings on attacks carried out on and after 7October 2023 in Israel’
(10 June 2024), available at: {https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4051246?ln=en&v=pd}, accessed 18 February 2026.
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Then there are descriptions.The first sentence of the first page of the American Jewish Committee’s
web page on the Israel/Hamas war reads: ‘On 7October 2023, Hamas terrorists waged the deadliest
attack on Jews since the Holocaust – slaughtering babies, committing sexual violence, burning
whole families alive, and taking 240 civilians hostage.’71

Moving to the centre box of Figure 1, did the existing group relations and hostage-taking serve
to imbue policymakers and population with contempt and anger? Section IV specified the con-
ditions most likely to set off and heighten the intensity of anger and contempt. For both Attica
and Gaza, the power differentials were enormous and need little comment. In terms of views of
group defectiveness, in Attica, the inmates were convicted criminals, a problematic and ‘defective’
group naturally worthy of a level of contempt. After the hostage-taking in Attica, references to the
prisoners as animals were common. After the 7 October 2023 Hamas-led attacks, many prominent
Israelis likewise compared Gazan Palestinians to animals. Defence Minister Gallant stated, ‘We are
fighting human animals, andwemust act accordingly’, while PrimeMinister Netanyahu responded
by declaring, ‘I don’t call them animals because that would be insulting to animals’.72 An Israeli rap
song declared ‘There is no forgiveness for swarms of rats…they will die in their rat holes’.73 Deputy
Knesset speaker Nissim Vaturi went further, specifically stating on television that the entire Gaza
population was guilty: ‘There are no uninvolved people…we must go in there and kill, kill, kill.’74
A religious affairs correspondent for the Israeli Hayom newspaper wrote, after seeing pictures of
Gazans on a beach, ‘These people deserve death, a hard death, and agonising death, and instead
we see them enjoying on the beach and having fun. We should have seen a lot more revenge there.
A lot more rivers of Gazans’ blood.’75

Previous rounds of violence between Israel and Hamas laid a foundation for the eruption of
anger. For Israelis, a weak and seemingly powerless group had visited outrageous violence upon
them. There would be intense anger now interacting with the existing emotion of contempt. The
question would become how these emotions could affect Israeli goals, and how, in turn, the course
of Israeli policy might unfold.

A summary of hostage rescue, punishment, and collateral damage
This section moves the analysis from the left and centre boxes of Figure 1 to the boxes on the
right. The ultimate outcome of interest is found in the bottom right – hostage policy. To preview
the outcome, policy actions always pursued punishment over maximisation of hostage recovery.
Policy also showed little concern with avoidance of collateral damage.

While the outcome in policy terms is clear, the causes of that outcome are naturally harder
to discern. While this article explores the role of emotions in generating the outcomes, other
explanations focusing on rational decision-making offer alternatives. After completing this short
overview of course of hostage policy during the Gaza war, Section IX employs reference to Figure 2
and Figure 3 to compare the emotions-based explanation to alternatives based on straightforward
rationality.

After the Hamas-led invasion of 7 October 2023, Israel conducted war in Gaza. While hostage
rescue/return was only one part of that war, it was a significant one. The war went on for two years
before an accord was reached, time long enough to discern the essence of a hostage recovery policy
and summarise its results.

In this case, Israel had two main methods for hostage recovery. One means was military res-
cue. The results of military rescue were miniscule. Israeli armed forces rescued eight hostages.

71American Jewish Committee, ‘Israel and the region: what you need to know’, available at: {https://www.ajc.org/
IsraelHamasWar}, accessed 13 March 2025.

72Omar Bartov, ‘As a former IDF soldier and historian of genocide, I was deeply disturbed by my recent visit to Israel’,
Guardian (13 August 2024).

73M. Stack, ‘The view within Israel turns bleak’, New York Times (16 May 2024).
74Bartov, ‘As a former IDF soldier and historian of genocide’.
75Stack, ‘The view within Israel turns bleak’.
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Moreover, Israeli armed forces shot and killed three escaped hostages from close range on 15
December 2023, shooting the hostages while they waved white flags and shouted in Hebrew.
Furthermore, the few rescue operations that brought back hostages did not go smoothly. In its
most successful operation, the IDF rescued four hostages in June 2024 (one Israeli commando
dead) while killing at least 100 Palestinians by the Israeli count, or asmany as 274 by the Palestinian
count – many of them children.76

The second method has been negotiated release and prisoner swap. As might be expected given
general data on hostage recovery, negotiations have been a far more effective method for hostage
return than military rescue. To consider one example, in their study of hostage-taking, Danielle
Gilbert and Lauren Prather found that between 2001 and 2015, US Special Forces attempted to
rescue thirty-three Americans held hostage abroad. Only four were successfully recovered, while
five were killed during the rescue missions.77 In fact, two rounds of negotiations led to the release
of significant numbers of hostages. In November 2023, the month following the attack, Israel and
Hamas negotiated a prisoner exchange in which 105 living hostages were released (eighty-one
Israelis, twenty-three Thai nationals, and one Filipino).78 A second prisoner exchange occurred
in January 2025 and resulted in the release of thirty-three hostages. This second negotiated release
was the first stage of a proposed three stage plan. The second phase of the plan called for release
of the remaining living hostages in return for the release of Palestinian prisoners and the end of
the war. In a third phase, Gaza would begin reconstruction after total Israeli withdrawal. The suc-
cessful negotiated implementation of the first phase is generally attributed to the intervention of
President Trump.79 Without Trump’s pressure, the second set of negotiations may never have come
to fruition. Political scientist Boaz Atzili summarises: ‘The Biden administration tried but failed
to press Israel into signing the ceasefire. The Trump administration, on the other hand, applied
much heavier pressure and public threats, which resulted in Benjamin Netanyahu, Israel’s Prime
minister, signing the deal.’80

The first phase of the plan did not lead to the second. Israel restarted their military operations,
introduced a blockade of humanitarian aid into Gaza, and mobilised for a massive assault on the
territory. The operational orders for the offensive (‘Gideon’s Chariots’) placed ‘securing the release
of the hostages’ last among six goals, the first being defeatingHamas.81 InMay 2025, PrimeMinister
Netanyahu stated that rescuing hostages was a ‘very important goal’ but ‘the supreme goal is to
achieve victory over our enemies’.82

During the long period between negotiated releases, the Israeli military acknowledged that its
operations likely led to the death of hostages in at least two instances. On 15 September 2024,
the IDF stated there was a ‘high probability’ that three recently found hostages had been killed
by an Israeli airstrike. Around the same time, the IDF stated Hamas killed six hostages as Israeli
soldiers operated nearby. As one news analysis summarised in the wake of the event, ‘The recovery
of the hostages’ bodies put into stark relief the competing priorities of Israel’s leaders: those intent

76Mohammed Jahjouh, Jack Jeffery, and Kareem Chehayeb, ‘How an Israeli raid freed 4 hostages and killed at least
274 Palestinians in Gaza’, AP News (10 June 2024), available at: {https://apnews.com/article/israel-palestinians-hamas-war-
hostages-casualties-1458f5a1dfe7bd4d908231bb7090a559}, accessed 18 February 2026.

77Danielle Gilbert and Lauren Prather, ‘No man left behind? Hostage deservingness and the politics of hostage recovery’,
working paper (2021), available at: {laurenprather.org}, accessed 18 February 2026.

78Hamas later unilaterally released four more hostages.
79Nicole Hassenstab, ‘Understanding the Israel–Hamas ceasefire agreement’ (29 January 2025), American University

School of International Service website, available at: {https://www.american.edu/sis/news/20250129-understanding-the-
israel-hamas-ceasefire-agreement.cfm}, accessed 18 February 2026.

80Nicole Hassenstab, ‘Understanding the Israel–Hamas ceasefire agreement’ (29 January 2025), American University
School of International Service website, available at: {https://www.american.edu/sis/news/20250129-understanding-the-
israel-hamas-ceasefire-agreement.cfm}, accessed 18 February 2026.

81Yaniv Kubovich, ‘Israeli army places hostages at bottom of its Gaza war goals, despite promises to families’, Haaretz (8
May 2025).

82David Gritten, ‘Israel PM “uncertain” over the condition of three Gaza hostages’, BBC News, available at: {https://www.
bbc.com/news/articles/cd0l5egy9k4o} (7 May 2025), accessed 18 February 2026.
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on dismantling Hamas through the pursuit and killing of its fighters and officials, and those who
want to reach a truce that would bring home the dozens of captives still believed to be alive in
the enclave’.83 A later 8 March 2025 report would put the number of hostages dying in captivity at
forty-one.84 The blockades and planned offensives of spring of 2025 again put hostage lives at risk.
IDF Chief Eyal Zamir bluntly warned on TV news that the offensive risked losing the hostages
altogether.85

The most relevant point for the current analysis is that there were no negotiated releases of
hostages between November 2023 and January 2025. Significantly, the ceasefire/hostage deal of
January 2025 had essentially been on the table for at least eight months. During that time, the
prospect of negotiated hostage release was insufficient to move a second ceasefire/hostage deal
bargain to completion, even while hostages were dying in the meantime. Furthermore, outside
pressure was critical in finally bringing to fruition one stage of the January plan.

It is also not clear whether the full range of negotiated solutions had been explored in this
period. For instance, in 1982 Israel negotiated a peace agreement with the Palestinian Liberation
Organization (PLO), allowing it tomove its headquarters fromBeirut to Tunisia.Whether an anal-
ogous deal – with Hamas leaders guaranteed safe passage out of Gaza in return for the release of
hostages – was ever seriously contemplated was unclear. Of course, such a deal would abandon the
goal of punishment.

What has beenmost consistent in Israeli policy is punishment ofHamas.The Israeli government
continued to bomb Gaza despite the fact that Hamas leadership and ranks had been decimated to
a point that Hamas cannot pose any imaginable threat to Israel. By August 2024, Israeli officials
claimed to have killed 80 per cent of Hamas senior leaders.86 Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar was killed
on 16 October. As reported in the Wall Street Journal on 13 January 2025, ‘Before the war, Israel
believed that Hamas had up to 30,000 fighters arranged into 24 battalions in a structure that loosely
resembled a state military. The Israeli military now says it has destroyed that organized structure
and has killed about 17,000 fighters, and detained thousands of others.’87

Israel continued to bomb targets in Gaza despite Israel eliminating other regional threats and
changing the balance of power in the region, effectively becoming a regional hegemon. As long-
time Middle East diplomats Aaron David Miller and Steven Simon have summarised:

Israel’s response to the Hamas terror attacks on 7 October 2023, has fundamentally altered
the Middle East balance of power in a way not seen since the 1967 Arab–Israeli war. It is
time to acknowledge that Israel now looks like the region’s hegemon. Enabled by the United
States, its Arab treaty partners and key Persian Gulf states, the Israelis have broken the
Hamas–Hezbollah ring of opposition and revealed the vulnerability and weakness of their
patron in Tehran while also degrading Iran’s air defenses and missile production. Israel has
expanded its occupation of Syrian territory, taken control of areas of Lebanon just north of its
border and undertaken aggressive tactics in the West Bank not seen since the second intifada,
which ended 20 years ago.88

83Adam Ragson, Gabby Sobelman, Vivek Shankar, and Thomas Fuller, ‘Discovery of 6 dead hostages in Gaza spurs protest
and division in Israel’, New York Times (2 September 2024).

84Natan Odenheimer, Ronen Bergman, and Gabby Sobelman, ‘Gaza war led to deaths of more than 3 dozen hostages,
officials say’, New York Times (8 March 2025).

85Yaniv Kubovich, ‘Hostages could be abandoned, die of starvation within days if Gaza offensive expands, IDF warns
government’, Haaretz (5 May 2025).

86‘Israel has nearly wiped out Hamas’ military leadership’, Newsweek (1 August 2024). available at: {https://www.newsweek.
com/israel-hamas-commanders-killed-gaza-strip-1933104}, accessed 18 February 2026.

87Summer Said, Anat Peled, and Rory Jones, ‘Hamas has another Sinwar. And he’s rebuilding: Under Yahya Sinwar’s younger
brother, Hamas recruits fighters in Gaza, drawing Israel into war of attrition’, Wall Street Journal (13 January 2025).

88Aaron Miller and Steven Simon, ‘The U.S. must now reckon with a hegemon in the Mideast: Israel’, New York Times (14
April 2025).
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Israel continued to bomb and punish and seek ‘total victory’ even when it is clear that only a com-
plete ethnic cleansing of Gaza can bring about the complete elimination of Hamas. Indeed, in early
2025 both Israeli and Arab sources admitted that Hamas still controlled swaths of territory in Gaza
and has recruited a significant number of new fighters.89 As Amir Avivi, a former Israeli brigadier
general, observed, ‘We are in a situationwhere the pace at whichHamas is rebuilding itself is higher
than the pace that the IDF is eradicating them.’90

Israel continued its punishment of Hamas andGaza despite the world’s outcry over the astound-
ing figures of collateral damage. As of 7 January 2025, the Palestinian Health Ministry figures of
dead, reached mainly through a count of corpses, stood at 45,885 with a further 109,196 having
been injured.91 ALancet study believed this count was significantly low and estimated 64,260 ‘trau-
matic injury deaths’ in Gaza between 7 October 2023 and 30 June 2024.92 In detailed findings on
deaths released on 9 November 2024, the UN Human Rights Office (OHCHR) ‘found close to 70
per cent to be children and women, indicating a systematic violation of the fundamental principles
of international humanitarian law’.93 The report found that 44 per cent were children and 26 per
cent women, with 80 per cent dying in residential buildings.94

Although not all of these deaths are related to hostage policy, the Israeli use of 2,000 lb. bombs
and indiscriminate fire does not suggest concern for either bystanders or hostages. As reported by
the Times of Israel and other sources, the IDF significantly expanded the level of acceptable civilian
casualties in the wake of October 7.95 As the subtitle of the Times of Israel report declared, ‘Officers
could endanger up to 20 civilians to kill a low-level fighter in immediate aftermath ofHamas attack,
report says, and often hit targets selected partly using AI tools’.

Israel’s policy of punishment over hostage recovery continued even into the summer of 2025.
As Daniel Byman summarises:

Although their fate preoccupies many Israelis, this concern did not restrain Israel’s military
operations. Israel consistently prioritized killing Hamas leaders and fighters, such as trying to
collapse tunnels, even if this endangered the hostages. Its recent push deeper into Gaza City
was only the latest indication that risk to hostages was not a constraint.96

Israel’s punishment policies increasingly drew international condemnation. Israel’s blockade of
humanitarian aid into the enclave was widely condemned as a violation of international law. The
organisation Physicians for Human Rights Israel criticised Israeli destruction of Gaza’s health care

89Prior to the Hamas attacks on October 7, the CIA estimated the group had between 25,000 and 30,000 fighters, In
early January 2025, senior Israeli officials, in a report to the parliamentary foreign affairs and defence committee, esti-
mated that the number of currently operating Gaza militants was between 20,000 and 23,000, with 9,000 linked to Hamas
and the rest belonging to Islamic Jihad and other groups, although only half that number categorised as well -organized.
See Francisco Peregil, ‘Hamas resists in Gaza with 20,000 fighters despite losing top leaders’, El Pais (9 January 2025)
available at: {https://english.elpais.com/international/2025-01-09/hamas-resists-in-gaza-with-20000-fighters-despite-losing-
top-leaders.html}, accessed 18 February 2026.).

90Said, Peled, and Jones, ‘Hamas has another Sinwar’. On the other side, at the beginning of 2025, 405 Israeli soldiers had
died fighting in combat in Gaza (379 Israeli security forces were killed on 7 October 2023).

91Sophie Tanno, ‘Gaza death toll has been significantly underreported, study finds’, CNN (9 January 2025), available
at: {https://www.cnn.com/2025/01/09/middleeast/gaza-death-toll-underreported-study-intlaccessed}, accessed 18 February
2026.

92Tanno, ‘Gaza death toll has been significantly underreported’.
93Human Rights Council, ‘Detailed findings on attacks carried out on and after 7 October 2023 in Israel’.
94Tim Lister, Ibrahim Dahman, and Tamar Michaelis, ‘Around 70% of deaths in Gaza are women and children, says

UN’, CNN (9 November 2024), available at: {https://www.cnn.com/2024/11/09/middleeast/un-warnings-gaza-humanitarian-
conditions-intl}, accessed 18 February 2026.

95Times of Israel Staff, ‘IDF loosened rules of engagement after Oct. 7, allowing more civilian deaths’, Times of Israel (26
December 2024), available at: {https://www.timesofisrael.com/idf-loosened-rules-of-engagement-after-oct-7-allowing-more-
civilian-deaths-ny-times/}, accessed 18 February 2026.

96Daniel Byman, ‘One question looming over the Gaza deal: Why now?’, Foreign Policy (9 October 2025).
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Jews Arabs

Very troubled 6.7 51.5

Somewhat troubled 13.5 34.4

Not so troubled 23.4 7.4

Not troubled at all 55.6 2.1

Don’t know 0.8 4.6

system as ‘cumulative, calculated, and reinforced in the face of repeated international warnings’.97
In the summer of 2025, the International Association of Genocide Scholars declared that Israel was
committing genocide in Gaza.98 US public opinion followed international moves. Public opinion
polls showed that 41 per cent of Americans believed that Israeli actions in Gaza were ‘genocide’
(22 per cent) or ‘akin to genocide’ (19 per cent). Only 22 per cent believed that Israeli actions were
justified by self-defence.99 Meanwhile, major states around the world were officially recognising a
Palestinian state as a means of protesting Israeli actions.

In October 2025, a US-brokered agreement called for the release of all hostages, the release of
Palestinian prisoners in Israel, a pull-back of Israeli troops, and eased entry for humanitarian aid.
The accord explicitly prohibited expulsion of the Palestinian population. Hamas remained as the
most powerful political group in Gaza.

Like many others, long-time diplomat Aaron David Miller attributed the deal to pressure from
President Trump. Miller concluded, ‘But the main driver in this affair was Mr. Trump’s pressure
on Mr. Netanyahu. It was evident that Mr. Netanyahu would rather not have done this deal. In an
unusual display of U.S. presidential pressure on an Israeli leader, Mr. Trump forced him.’100 With
no more hostages, the issue of hostage recovery came to an end, if not those of punishment and
the continuing effects of collateral damage.

To conclude this section, we can come back to Figure 1 and examine the relationship between
the ordering of goals (the upper right box) and the implementation of policy (the bottom right). For
policymakers, the ordering of goals and the implementation of policy were in sync. For example,
the operational orders for the Gideon’s Chariot offensive placed priority of attacking Hamas above
hostage recovery. Policy followed.

The relationship between goal ordering and policy is not so straightforward when considering
public opinion. Public opinion both aligned and misaligned with that of policymakers. Certainly,
on the value of avoiding collateral damage, policymaker and public opinionwere aligned. For both,
there is a universal and consistent lack of concern for the suffering of the Palestinian population.
From October 2023 to March 2024, the Israeli Democracy Institute found that over 80 per cent of
respondents believed that concern for Palestinian civilian suffering should play no role or a small
role in Israeli policy.101 In a poll taken in July 2025, the Israeli Voice Index produced the following
result for Israeli Jews and Israeli Arabs:

97Aseel Aburass, Tirza Leibowitz, and Itamir Mann, ‘Death of Gaza in slow motion’, New York Times (30 July 2025).
98Emir Nader, ‘Israel committing genocide in Gaza, world leading experts say’, BBC News (1 September 2025) available at:

{https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cde3eyzdr63o}, accessed 18 February 2026. The International Association of Genocide
Scholars has 500 members with 86 per cent of the voting members (28 per cent) supporting the resolution. A UN commission
also concluded in September 2025 that Israel was purposely pursuing the destruction of the Palestinian people.

99University of Maryland Critical Issues Poll. See description at Jim Lobe, Poll: 41% of Americans say Israel committing
genocidal acts in Gaza’, (26 August, 2025), available at: {https://responsiblestatecraft.org/poll-americans-israel}, accessed 18
February 2026.

100Aaron David Miller, ‘A one-sided peace plan still gives Palestinians hope’, New York Times (10 October 2025).
101The survey was conducted by the Viterbi Family Center for Public Opinion and Policy Research at the Israel Democracy

Institute between 31 March and 6 April 2025. It was based on a representative sample of the population in Israel aged 18 and
above, comprising 598 Jewish interviewees and 150 Arab interviewees.
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Towhat extent are you personally troubled or not troubled by the reports of famine and suffering
among the Palestinian population in Gaza?

On the value of punishment versus maximisation of hostage recovery, public opinion increas-
ingly misaligned with that of policymakers. The Israel Democracy Institute asked the question:
‘Recently, it has been argued there is a contradiction between Israel’s two war goals – toppling
Hamas and bringing the hostages home. In your opinion, which should be Israel’smain goal today?’
In January 2024, Israeli Jews were roughly evenly split on the question (42 per cent saying top-
pling Hamas versus 47 per cent bringing home hostages). As the war proceeded, opinion shifted
towards favouring hostage recovery, reaching a 59:32 ratio in September 2024. By the summer of
2025, with the decimation of Hamas and the obvious lack of a continued Hamas threat, opinion
overwhelmingly shifted to support hostage recovery over continued war.

The public opinion reordering of the punishment and hostage recovery goals did not matter
for policy implementation. Consider the flow of events. The discovery of six dead hostages in late
summer of 2024 set off protests calling for the government to accept a ceasefire agreement and
bring back hostages. Although Israel’s major trade union supported the demonstrations and called
for a general strike, the protests soon dissipated. Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich even mocked
the protests, saying that instead of striking, Israelis went to work ‘in droves’.102 As calls for hostage
release continued, Prime Minister Netanyahu declared that no deal could be made without Israel
maintaining its control of the Philadelphi Corridor on the Egyptian border, even though his own
security chiefs argued that hostage return should be a higher priority.103 The most common tactic
of the Netanyahu/Ben-Gvir/Smotrich axis was to claim that protestors were ‘echoing Hamas pro-
paganda’.104 President Bidenwas asked if Netanyahuwas doing enough to secure an agreement, and
bluntly answered ‘No’. It simply did not matter. In the end, Trump’s team negotiated the hostage
return.105

Other poll results complicate any straightforward interpretation of public opinion, anger, and
desire for punishment.With the clear end of a threat to the Israeli homeland fromHamas, the focus
of several polls returned to the broader Palestinian question. In a July 2025 Peace Index poll, 74
per cent supported voluntary emigration of Gazans and a majority of Israeli Jews endorsed ‘forced
evacuation’.106 Penn State Professor Tamir Sorek found in a May 2025 study that 82 per cent of
Israeli Jews would support the expulsion of Palestinians from Gaza.107

These numbers bring up the question of ‘who’ is to be punished in the Gaza war. Who was the
perceived perpetrator in the Gaza war and hostage-taking? If Hamas is no longer a threat, does the
animus and desire for punishment fall to the Palestinian people?Thepoll numbers clearly indicated
a lack of concern for the suffering of the Palestinians in Gaza, but there is still the question of anger
and desire for retribution against the people perceived as generating Hamas.

Three stories about how these results came to be
How can we explain these results? Based on the comparison of rational choice versus emotion-
based approaches above, we can tell three different stories about the approach to hostage recovery
in the Gaza conflict.

102David Gritten and R. Plummer, ‘Israel disruption as strike and protests push for Gaza hostage deal’, BBC News
(2 September 2024), available at: {https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cvgez7ez10lo}, accessed 18 February 2026.

103Ruth Margalit, ‘Grief and fury in Israel’, The New Yorker (3 September 2024).
104Sam Sokol, ‘Ben Gvir says critics of government’s handling of hostages “Echoing Hamas Propaganda”’, The Times of

Israel (1 September 2024), available at: {https://www.timesofisrael.com/liveblog_entry/ben-gvir-says-critics-of-governments-
handling-of-hostages-echoing-hamas-propaganda/}, accessed 18 February 2026.

105Also see discussion in Samuels and Ackert in their article in this special issue.
106Dahlia Scheindlin, ‘Israel’s emerging occupation consensus: Despite misgivings about Netanyahu’s Gaza plans, most

Israelis support his approach to the Palestinians’, Foreign Affairs (13 August 2025).
107Scheindlin ‘Israel’s emerging occupation consensus’.
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Story 1: Rational choice, no reference to emotion
Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu and his supporters claim that only punishment can force Hamas
to return the remaining hostages. They would likely claim that Israel’s policies are not shaped by
anger and a drive for revenge, or by contempt of Palestinians, but only by knowledge of the nature
of Israel’s enemies. Thus, punishment is not a goal above the return of the hostages, only a means
to bring hostages back.

We can follow Figure 2 to examine the logic of this rational choice argument. On the second
link in Figure 2, Israelis would gather an optimal amount of unbiased information. They would
not exclude information about the capabilities of Hamas, the effect of warfighting and punishment
on hostage survival, the level of civilian collateral damage, or international political costs of policy.
We would expect to see the full range of possible negotiation strategies considered.

Proceeding to the third link, belief formation, Israelis should be seen forming unbiased beliefs
about the best means to accomplish the ordered goals. The rational choice story would argue that
Israelis believed with good reason that negotiations could only be successfully conducted if Hamas
and its supporters were being severely punished. Punishment had to be continued despite the
additional risks to hostages.

The rational choice approachmight also argue that Israel maintained a preference to avoidmass
casualties and did all it could to avoid them. The argument would state that the levels of collateral
damage and the deaths of thousands of women and children were unavoidable due to Hamas’s tac-
tics and strategies. If the avoidance ofmass collateral damage remained as a goal, the rational choice
approach would argue that Israelis sought information on mass casualties and acted accordingly
to help prevent them.

Story 2: Adding in the role of emotions
An alternative explanation gives a large role to the emotions of anger and contempt. Given the
heinous killing and kidnapping by members of a weaker and contemptible opposing group, this
story expects to see intense emotions and their related emotional mechanisms come into play.

In following Figure 3, we should observe anger driving a desire for punishment (an A effect).
With contempt combining with anger, we should see little concern for collateral damage, if not a
desire for higher collateral damage. Correspondingly, we should discern acceptance, even if not
publicly stated, of lower chances of hostage rescue.

In terms of B effects on information collection, we should expect a tendency to collect and trust
information about the crimes and defective nature of Palestinians, with an emphasis on sexual
crimes and other signs of moral deficiency. We would expect that the Israeli leadership and pop-
ulation ignore or dismiss information about collateral damage. Furthermore, we should expect a
failure to see consideration of strategies that do not sufficiently pursue punishment. For instance,
we should see rejection or no consideration at all of the PLO Beirut strategy mentioned just
above.

On the third link (C effects), we would expect formation of beliefs, even if not justified by
available information, vindicating violence and punishment strategies over negotiations. More
specifically, as anger shapes beliefs about risks, we should see Israelis ignore or downplay the threat
to hostages by the use of indiscriminate weapons. They would fail to accurately assess a higher
chance of hostage rescue by negotiation rather than by continued warfighting and punishment.
They would retain a belief in the efficacy of military rescue. Israelis would ignore or fail to believe
information about high levels of collateral damage. They would believe that charges of war crimes
are the result of antisemitism or Hamas sympathetic propaganda.

An emotion-based approach would also consider that a different set of emotions than
anger/contempt may have led to the observed outcomes. As mentioned above, hostage-taking
events might be expected to generate fear and guilt.
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Answering puzzles: Rational choice versus emotion-based explanations
Space does not permit a detailed juxtaposition of the rational choice versus emotion-based stories
on every point. Given this article’s focus is on the potential impact of emotions on hostage politics,
however, it is fair to point out the ability of the emotion-based story in explaining certain puzzles.

At the end of the introductory section of this article, several puzzles were enumerated. The first
two addressed the question of the lack of negotiations on hostage return even though negotiation is
established as a farmore effectivemeans of return thanmilitary rescue.Despite negotiated recovery
of hostages early in the war, there were no new bargained hostage returns from November 2023
until mid-January 2025. After a first round of negotiations in early 2025 returned another set of
hostages, Israeli policymakers broke off the process. In effect, de facto Israeli policywas punishment
over maximisation of hostage recovery.

The emotion-based effects listed just above provide reasons why punishment remained the top
goal. Anger and its desire for vengeance heighten punishment and a desire for vengeance. Anger
affects information collection and full consideration of strategies. Anger shapes beliefs about risk
and provides over-confidence in the effectiveness of punishment strategies.

Beyond the two puzzles about negotiation, a third puzzle is the Israeli general population’s
acceptance of civilian collateral damage amidst subsequent world indignation and condemnation.
Echoing several other commentators, Mairav Zonszein wrote in October 2024:

There is almost no outrage over the indiscriminate destruction of Gaza and the killing of over
40,000 people, many of them civilians, over the past year. Few are protesting Israel’s excessive
use of force. It simply does not register even if Israelis are in existential crisis, Palestinians are in
a battle for their very existence. Israeli disregard for Palestinian suffering, whether conscious
or not, has been one of themost palpable and disturbing features of life in Israel since October
7. Of course, it existed well before then, but it is all the more stark and consequential now.108

As inmany cases, the suffering of a contemptible people does not register.This is especially sowhen
contempt is combined with anger. In this case, even the costs of being accused of genocide at the
International Criminal Court does not seem to register. Coming back to the effects of emotion on
information processing, there is a deafness to hearing about collateral damage of any kind. Anger
and contempt prevent empathy and sustain negative beliefs about the justice of punishment polices.

A fourth puzzle involves the Israeli insistence for achieving ‘total victory’ in Gaza, defined as the
complete eradication of Hamas. As cautioned by US military advisors, the complete eradication of
Hamas was always unlikely. As mentioned above, the war reached a point at which Hamas recruits
may be surpassing those killed.109 Yet,Netanyahu’s rhetoric of ‘total victory’ retained strong support
even when the negative consequences for hostage recovery were understood.110 The emotion of
anger increases cognitions of control and impairs realistic assessments of risks and costs (B effects).
Emotions drive individuals to stick to emotion-congruent beliefs.

In addition to addressing puzzles, an emotion-centred approach yields other important insights.
Actors often cite emotions as justification for policies. Violence, and its excessive use, is often jus-
tified by reference to fear. Fear is a more justifiable reason for violence than anger and a thirst for
vengeance. Israelis have cited both fear and guilt as underlying emotions driving their behaviour.
However, neither of these emotions would predict the observed pathway. Both fear (for hostages’

108Mairav Zonszein, ‘On Israeli apathy’, New York Times (7 October 2024).
109For a thorough assessment of Hamas staying power, see Robert Pape, ‘Hamas is winning: Why Israel’s failing strat-

egy makes its enemy stronger’, Foreign Affairs June 21, 2024, available at: {https://www.foreignaffairs.com/israel/middle-east-
robert-pape}, accessed 18 February 2026.

110Joseph Federman and Melanie Lidman, ‘Israelis erupt in protest to demand a cease-fire after 6 more hostages die in Gaza’,
AP News (1 September 2024). available at: {https://apnews.com/article/israel-palestinians-gaza-hamas-war-hostages-hersh-
netanyahu-29496f50a9b1740bd3905035ffd23052}, accessed 18 February 2026.
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lives) and guilt would strongly predict that the goal of maximisation of hostage recovery be placed
above punishment.111

Emotions also help explain strategic choices ofHamas, as well as their failure. Clearly, theHamas
strategy rested on the belief that taking hostages would be an effective bargaining chip. Given that
Israel traded over 1,000 Palestinian prisoners for one Israeli hostage, Gilad Shalit, in an earlier Gaza
case of kidnapping, this assumption seemed logical (see Samuels and Ackert, this volume). This
time around, however, Israel rained brutal violence upon Gaza for most of two years and passed
up possible negotiated solutions from December 2023 to mid-January 2025 and after the January
ceasefire as well. Israel continued bombing even while putting hostages at risk. To an extent, the
war proceeded as if there were no hostages at all.

Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar, who knew Israelis intimately from two decades in captivity, no
doubt expected a brutal Israeli response from the October 7 attack. But if he believed that hold-
ing hostages might lead to periodic ceasefires and negotiations, he was clearly mistaken.112 The
emotion-based answer is that even he did not anticipate Israel’s anger-based need for vengeance
and how that emotional need would override calls for serious bargaining.

Recall that the inmate leaders in the Attica case also overestimated the deterrent value of hold-
ing hostages. In both cases, the hostage takers imparted a hostage-centred rationality to their
opponents. In both cases, that view of a ‘rational’ opponent did not prevail.

The emotion-centred approach does not possess a clear explanation for other issues. As dis-
cussed above, the Israeli government dismissed protests calling for the ceasefires and hostage
release. Despite increasing numbers of Israelis passionately calling for the return of hostages
through negotiation, the ease with which the Netanyahu regime could quell the protests over
hostages presents a puzzle. It raises another question: when do policymakers respond to changes
in goal ordering (and possibly changes in intensity of specific emotions) in public opinion? This
question leads into story 3 and the power and influence of policymakers.

Story 3: Netanyahu’s rational choices and the Israeli population’s emotional acquiescence
A third and commonly told story is that Israeli hostage policy has been driven by Netanyahu’s
need to maintain his ruling coalition. As is well known, Netanyahu has worked to keep far-right
politicians Ben-Gvir and Smotrich on board tomaintain his rule. He gave them key positions in his
cabinet – Ben-Gvir as National Security Minister and Smotrich as Finance Minister. In blocking
ceasefire/hostage return deals, Ben-Gvir boasts, ‘Today, we have power in the government, and I’m
not ashamed to say that we’re using this power to prevent a reckless deal and to stop negotiations
altogether’.113 In deference to these far-right leaders’ power and leverage, Netanyahumaintains calls
for ‘total victory’ and continually came up with reasons to avoid negotiations and continue brutal
and violent policies in Gaza. In reference to one perceived negotiation-stopping ploy, opposition
leader Yair Lapid declared of Netanyahu, ‘He doesn’t care about the Philadelphi axis, only about
the Ben-Gvir–Smotrich axis’.114

However, the Netanyahu political story does not exclude emotions. Noted by both friends and
foes as a consummate politician, Netanyahu knows the buttons to push not only to demobilise
domestic opposition but also in Washington, giving a speech before the US Congress that received
over fifty standing ovations. Most relevant here, Netanyahu appears to know how to strategically

111Ifat Maoz and Clark McCauley found in their survey of Jewish-Israelis that respondents reporting personal fears were
more supportive of compromise rather than aggression. See I. Maoz and Clark McCauley, ‘Threat perceptions and feeling as
predictors of Jewish-Israeli support for compromise with Palestinians’, Journal of Peace Research, 46:4 (2009), pp. 525–39.

112Mkhaimer Abusad, a native Gazan who fled to Egypt early in the war to take a position as a political science professor,
stated, ‘In the beginning, Hamas thought taking the hostages would deter the Israeli government from waging a big war’. See
David Sanger, ‘Why now? The lost chances to reach a hostage deal, and a cease-fire, months ago’, New York Times (12 October
2025).

113Gritten and Plummer, ‘Israel disruption as strike and protests push for Gaza hostage’.
114Margalit, ‘Grief and fury in Israel’.
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maintain anger and employ contempt to sustain punishment policies, push negotiations down the
road, and shove aside any criticism of collateral damage and international pressure. Also, as argued
in the emotions-based explanation just above, Netanyahu’s tactics and strategies may not have suc-
ceeded without the available emotion resources provided by the general population. The emotions
of anger and contempt have often provided ready tools for political entrepreneurs from Milosevic
to Trump.

Onemore story
Story 3 brings in politics – the specific politics of Netanyahu’s political survival. There is another
political story, one much broader, that would connect rational leadership politics and the pop-
ulation’s emotions. This story starts with the Israeli leadership goals of creating a greater Israel
through the annexation of the West Bank and the ethnic cleansing of the Gaza Strip. On these
lines, the October 7 attacks allowed Israel to pursue these goals by means of total destruction of
Gaza, making the territory uninhabitable and forcing anyone seeking a tolerable life to leave.

Indeed, Trump’s first Gaza ‘plan’ (February 2025), calling for the remake of Gaza into a ‘Riviera
of the Middle East’, legitimated calls for population relocation. The Israel government engaged in
talks with Libya, South Sudan, and Syria about relocation possibilities.115 Mentioned above, polling
indicated substantial levels of support within the Israeli Jewish population for relocation.

Israel’s relocation goals are commonly assumed. International organisations condemn Israel
for genocide and ethnic cleansing. An International Crisis Group report states, ‘Indeed, it is not
uncommon to hear senior European officials privately express their belief that the aim of the Israeli
campaign is to rid Gaza of Palestinians’.116

Correspondingly, the analysis of Omar Bartov, a leading scholar on genocide and ethnic
cleansing, makes the following observation.

By the time I travelled to Israel, I had become convinced that at least since the attack by the
IDF on Rafah on 6 May 2024, it was no longer possible to deny that Israel was engaged in
systematic war crimes, crimes against humanity and genocidal actions. It was not just that
this attack against the last concentration of Gazans – most of them displaced already several
times by the IDF, which now once again pushed them to a so-called safe zone – demonstrated
a total disregard of any humanitarian standards. It also clearly indicated that the ultimate
goal of this entire undertaking from the very beginning had been to make the entire Gaza
Strip uninhabitable, and to debilitate its population to such a degree that it would either die
out or seek all possible options to flee the territory. In other words, the rhetoric spouted by
Israeli leaders since 7 October was now being translated into reality – namely, as the 1948
UN Genocide Convention puts it, that Israel was acting ‘with intent to destroy, in whole or in
part’, the Palestinian population inGaza, ‘as such, by killing, causing serious harm, or inflicting
conditions of life meant to bring about the group’s destruction’.

A year after Bartov’s writing, FinanceMinister Smotrich said that Gaza would be ‘totally destroyed’
in six months’ time, with Gaza’s Palestinians ‘despairing, understanding that there is no hope and
nothing to look for in Gaza, and will be looking for relocation to begin a new life in other places’.117
No doubt included because of fears of ethnic cleansing becoming a reality, the October agreement
forbade the expulsion of Palestinians from Gaza.

115Summer Said, Robbie Gramer, andOmar Abdel-Baqui, ‘Israel is quietly in talks to relocate Palestinians fromGaza: Libya,
South Sudan and Syria are among the countries Israel has spoken to in its effort to move hundreds of thousands from the
enclave’, Wall Street Journal (15 August 2025)

116International Crisis Group, ‘The world’s shame’ (2 September 2025), available at: {https://www.crisisgroup.org/stm/
middle-east-north-africa/east-mediterranean-mena/israelpalestine/worlds-shame-gaza}, accessed 18 February 26.

117Jeremy Bowen, ‘Netanyahu’s plan for Gaza risks dividing Israel, killing Palestinians and horrifying the world’, BBC News
(6 May 2025), available at: {https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cd020j97l79o}, accessed 18 February 26.
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This ruthless policy can be seen as essentially one of rational choice. Covering the cycle seen
in Figure 2, there is an overriding and consistent goal of creating a greater Israel, information that
suggests that the current time is ripe for pursuing that goal, and beliefs that the policy is attainable.
Still, this story begs for an explanation regarding the existence and power of the goal of Palestinian
expulsion. Here, again, the explanation would seem to need to bring in emotion, especially one
highlighting the power of contempt.

Moving forward
This article consciously examined examples of extreme power and status differentials, including
caseswith intense emotions and caseswith violent outcomes.TheAttica case served as a plausibility
probe in a form of a ‘most likely case’. After assessing the case’s conformity to the links and roles
of emotion outlined in Figure 1, the choice was to move onto another case, both comparable in
general features but of great interest to security scholars. Gaza provided such a case.

In general, theGaza case largely followed expectations.This article has found similarities among
the contours of its two cases. It found similar triggers for anger and contempt, a priority for punish-
ment, and an acceptance of violence in hostage rescue. The comparison also generated interesting
insights; for instance, in both cases, hostage-takers overestimated the deterrence value of their
hostages

The more complicated Gaza case did identify challenges when thinking about moving forward.
While the predicted policy outcomes obtained in Gaza, the causal nature of emotion was less clear.
Specifically, the case study suggests that furthermodellingmight need to better specify the target of
anger (is it only the organisationwho took the hostages or the hostage-takers’ general population?).
Also, we need to better understandwhen and howpolicymakersmight dismisswidely felt emotions
in the general population.

A next logical step would involve studying cases with different starting values on the bottom
left of Figure 1, cases with equal power and status relations. For these cases, hostage-taking would
be expected to set off a different set of emotions or perhaps simply less intense emotions. The
predictions for hostage policy goals would also differ. We should be more likely to see strategies of
acquiescence to hostage-takers’ demands, or at least more straightforward negotiation than in the
cases here.

On the other hand, we might find small or no differences. We might find that reactions and
emotions to kidnapping are hardwired into human nature and not subject to power and status
differences. Alternatively, if we look at a large number of cases, we might find no patterns at all, the
outcomes depending on historical idiosyncrasies or the personalities involved. There is certainly
an opportunity to generate emotion-centred theories with testable and falsifiable predictions and
highly policy-relevant findings.
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