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Front page:
Twitter dialogue between IDF and Hamas.
The day Operation Pillar of Defense, an eight day bombing raid of the Gaza Strip by the Israeli
army in November 2012 was initiated, the IDF declared war via Twitter with a threat to Hamas.
The armed wing of Hamas, the al-Qassam Brigades, responded in an equally hostile tone. The two
enemies continued to employ social media throughout the conflict at a level the world had not yet
seen.

War on Twitter – Laust Kruse 2013

Middle East Studies, University of Southern Denmark

Table of Contents
Abstract ............................................................................................................................................................. 3
1. Introduction .................................................................................................................................................. 4
1.1 What is social media? ............................................................................................................................. 4
1.2 Relevant social media platforms ............................................................................................................ 5
1.3 Game changer ......................................................................................................................................... 6
1.4 Research area and scope ........................................................................................................................ 7
1.5 Methodological approaches ................................................................................................................. 10
1.5.1 IDF Spokesman interview .............................................................................................................. 11
1.5.2 Quotes, appendixes, bias .............................................................................................................. 11
1.5.3 Terminology ................................................................................................................................... 12
1.5.4 Chapter organization ..................................................................................................................... 13
2. Soft power and how institutions learn ...................................................................................................... 13
2.1 Institutions’ learning processes............................................................................................................ 17
2.2 Nye on public diplomacy and military soft power............................................................................... 19
3. Understanding public diplomacy and public relations in Israel ................................................................ 20
3.1 A history of conflicts ............................................................................................................................. 20
3.2 Peace or new enemies? ........................................................................................................................ 22
3.3 The People’s Army ................................................................................................................................ 24
3.4 Hasbara ................................................................................................................................................. 28
3.4.1 Hasbara and the challenges of new media ................................................................................... 31
3.4.2 Megaphone tool ............................................................................................................................ 35
3.4.3 “Why can they do it, but we need to sit quietly?” ....................................................................... 37
3.4.4 Fundamental public relation issues .............................................................................................. 40
4. A lesson learned .......................................................................................................................................... 41
4.1 2006 Lebanon War & Media as a multiplier effect .............................................................................. 42
4.2 Hezbollah’s media superiority .............................................................................................................. 44
4.3 Al Manar ................................................................................................................................................ 46
4.4 The IDF’s media inadequacies .............................................................................................................. 47
4.5 The Winograd Commission................................................................................................................... 53
4.5.1 The creation of a “special spin body” ........................................................................................... 54
4.5.2 Social media makes its entrance in the IDF .................................................................................. 56
4.6 Cast Lead ............................................................................................................................................... 57

1

War on Twitter – Laust Kruse 2013

Middle East Studies, University of Southern Denmark

4.6.1 Online Warfare and Public Diplomacy .......................................................................................... 57
4.6.2 YouTube as an operational tool .................................................................................................... 58
4.6.3 Politics and social media................................................................................................................ 60
5. Case study: Mavi Marmara......................................................................................................................... 64
6. Pillar of Defense .......................................................................................................................................... 71
6.1 Twitter war in pictures ......................................................................................................................... 73
6.2 A different approach............................................................................................................................. 84
6.3 Gamification of war .............................................................................................................................. 87
6.4 Attempting to control social media ..................................................................................................... 89
6.5 Comparative views ............................................................................................................................... 92
7. Conclusion ................................................................................................................................................... 95
Historical-cultural angle.............................................................................................................................. 95
Technological-political angle ...................................................................................................................... 97
Bibliography .................................................................................................................................................. 100
Appendixes.................................................................................................................................................... 103

2

War on Twitter – Laust Kruse 2013

Middle East Studies, University of Southern Denmark

Abstract
Social media have become an integral part of how many institutions interact with the public. However,
armies employing social media as an operational tool, as well as a public diplomacy extension, is a relatively
new phenomenon that deserves further research. The Israeli army has recently developed the perhaps
most advanced and active social media policy the world has seen.
This thesis deals with two components of the Israel Defense Force’s social media strategies: Firstly, it
describes the nature of the social media policies through a historical and cultural lense from the creation of
online public diplomacy in Israel until present times. Secondly, it seeks to answer the questions of why the
IDF’s strategies have developed as they have, and how they compare to social media efforts by armies in
other democratic countries.
With the use of a wide selection of sources, interviews, online material and a theoretical framework mainly
provided by Joseph Nye’s ‘soft power’ model as well as public diplomacy theories, I argue that the IDF’s
position as a simultaneous hard and soft power institution is rather unique from a global political
perspective. I then offer an explanation as to why that is.

Keywords: Public diplomacy, nation branding, Israel Defense Forces, IDF, social media, Hasbara, Twitter,
Facebook, YouTube, 2006 Lebanon War, Mavi Marmara, Cast Lead, Pillar of Defense, Soft Power, strategic
online communication.
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1. Introduction
Brief introduction to social media and the historical aspect of public diplomacy in Israel and the IDF as
well as definition of research area and methodological considerations
Israel’s army, The Israel Defense Forces (IDF), has at some point been in armed conflict with all of Israel’s
neighboring countries since the creation of the state in 1948. Wars and conflict with the Arabs have played
an almost permanent role in Israel’s short existence, and while many of the IDF’s military efforts have
turned out successfully, Israel has had a parallel and often more complicated challenge to face; to get the
understanding from the rest of the world in attempts to explain, justify, and legitimize its courses of action.
Through history, this issue has been dealt with in different ways in Israeli society, government, and the IDF.
With the coming of modernity, globalization and media revolutions, it has been increasingly important for
Israel – as well as for many other states – to maintain its image as a nation and use public diplomacy via
relevant channels. Thus, in order to get Israel’s message out to the world, it has become equally essential to
be present on different modern media platforms.
In this thesis, I will focus on Israel’s and in particular the IDF’s active efforts within strategic communication
and public diplomacy on social media, which IDF staff members themselves has referred to as a “battle for
information.”1 Further, I will seek to describe how the social media strategies of the IDF are unique in
comparison to other countries, and offer an explanation as to why they are unique.

1.1 What is social media?
The concept of social media, first introduced in its current form in 2004 – the year Facebook was released
to the public – is rather uniform in its definition, albeit with some variations depending on who you ask.
Some scholars prefer to distinguish between social media, Web 2.0 (a “second version” of the internet,
where users can interact with each other instead of just receiving one way communication), and User
Generated Content.2 Others see Web 2.0 and User Generated Content as ultimately being integral parts of
social media, viewing the term in a broader perspective.3 Since the aim of this thesis is primarily to describe
and understand the IDF’s actions on the most popular social media platforms (Facebook, Twitter, YouTube,
Instagram, Flickr, etc.) rather than to dig into a multifaceted, theoretical discussion about the concept of
1

FastCompany.com – Inside The Israeli Military’s Social Media Squad, Available:
http://www.fastcompany.com/3003305/inside-israeli-militarys-social-media-squad
[2012, 20-11-2012]
2
Haenlein, M. & Kaplan, A. M. 2011,”Users of the world, unite! The challenges and opportunities of Social Media”,
Business Horizons, Vol. 53, Issue 1 (Jan–Feb 2010), pp. 59–68.
3
Kietzmann, J.H., Hermkens, K., McCarthy, I.P. & Silvestre, B.S. 2011, “Social media? Get serious! Understanding the
functional building blocks of social media”, Business Horizons, Vol. 54, (May-June 2011) pp. 250.
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social media itself, I will go with the definition adopted by The American Federal Web Managers Council,
which has been incorporated by information technology units across multiple federal agencies in the
United States, as well as a range of other institutions worldwide: “Social media and Web 2.0 are umbrella
terms that encompass the various activities that integrate technology, social interaction, and content
creation. Social media use many technologies and forms, such as blogs, wikis, photo and video sharing,
podcasts, social networking, mashups, and virtual worlds.”4 We should also take into account Kietzmann et
al’s important notion, that social media has changed the media landscape as we have known it: “Social
media introduce substantial and pervasive changes to communication between organizations,
communities, and individuals.”5 Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, Flickr, and blogs are the main
platforms on which the IDF operates, and the ones I will primarily focus on, as these services currently
account for the most broadly used and well known social media platforms worldwide. Other services such
as Pinterest, reddit, Tumblr, Scribd and similar websites/services are also among the platforms being used
by the IDF, but these have substantially less users. I will also use the term “new media” in the thesis,
referring to every participatory online media platform/service that came after traditional media (TV, radio,
newspapers).
Generally, it is important to realize that social media platforms are distinct from earlier web-based
platforms such as e-mail and static websites. Social media is participatory and therefore mutually created
by both the users and producers. From a participation perspective among the public, social media can
therefore integrate citizens in collaborative (government or institutional) activities, which was not
previously possible with older technologies.

1.2 Relevant social media platforms
Short explanation of popular social media services: A brief summary of each of the main platforms (and their
amount of users) that will be referred to in this thesis. Name is followed by year of founding in parenthesis,
accompanied with a link to the IDF’s profile on the relevant platform.
Twitter (2006): Networking and microblogging service, giving users the possibility to convey short (maximum 140
characters) messages, called ‘tweets’, which other users can see, retweet (share), and respond to. Tweets can be used
with hashtags, which are metadata tags that in themselves can trend (become popular among millions of users). Users
as of September 2013: 200 million. https://twitter.com/IDFSpokesperson

4

U.S. General Services Administration, 2009, p. 1 (http://www.gsa.gov)
Kietzmann, J.H., Hermkens, K., McCarthy, I.P. & Silvestre, B.S. 2011, “Social media? Get serious! Understanding the
functional building blocks of social media”, Business Horizons, Vol. 54, (May-June 2011) pp. 250.
5
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Facebook (2004): Social networking service, making people able to add each other as friends and interact with one
another. Users can also subscribe to pages and join common-interest groups. Users as of March 2013: 1.1 billion.
https://www.facebook.com/idfonline
YouTube (2005): Video sharing website, giving people the opportunity to upload, watch and share videos of all kinds:
user-generated content, movie clips, music videos, TV shows, educational videos, etc. More than 1 billion users visit
YouTube every month. Over 6 billion hours of video are watched each month. http://www.youtube.com/idfnadesk
Instagram (2010): Online photo-sharing, video-sharing and social networking service enabling users to take pictures
and videos (often with smartphones) and share them on a variety of social networking services (such as Twitter and
Facebook). As of September 2013 Instagram had more than 150 million users.
http://instagram.com/israel_defense_forces
Flickr (2004): An image hosting service making users able to upload high quality photos and share them with the rest
of the community and the world. Often used as hosting space for bloggers when they use pictures in their blog posts.
Users have uploaded more than 8 billion photos to Flickr since the site was launched.
http://www.flickr.com/photos/idfonline
Blogs (1997): A blog (a contraction of ‘web log’) is a website often used for personal thoughts (diaries), discussion, or
other informal content published on the internet. Readers can comment on blog posts, which are displayed in reverse
chronological order (newest post first). A journalistic blogging community can have enormous impact where the
traditional press fails for whatever reason. The number of blogs worldwide is uncertain, but in 2012 there was a
reported 181 million. http://www.idfblog.com

An important thing these services all have in common is that users can subscribe to someone else’s
content. This means that whenever a person, a company, or an institution posts a message/photo/video,
you as their ‘follower’ will see this post in your stream of information. The IDF has hundreds of thousands
of followers/subscribers on the above mentioned platforms.

1.3 Game changer
In Israel’s latest military offensive into the Palestinian Hamas-controlled Gaza Strip in November 2012
(named Operation Pillar of Defense by the IDF), CNN called the IDF’s live-Tweeting of the military events
“One of the most noticeable technological events in 2012,”6 and many other major international news
corporations also took note of the “Twitter War” that had erupted between the Israeli army and its
enemies. As one popular technology website noted: “The Israel Defense Forces live tweet their assault on

6

CNN.com - The top 12 tech stories of 2012, Available:
http://edition.cnn.com/2012/12/27/tech/web/top-tech-stories-2012 [2013, 04-01-2013]
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Hamas. This is something new… Consider this: A country can declare — via Twitter — that it is at war. If
that doesn’t make the Internet real, I don’t know what does.”7
The IDF did indeed use Twitter in – until then – unprecedented ways during Pillar of Defense, issuing direct
live threats to officials of the Gaza Strip-based radical Islamist organization Hamas, mocking the
organization minutes after it had taken a hit or lost a high-ranking member to an Israeli drone or airplane.
By referring to various media describing it, I argue that this new aggressive style in strategic online
communication has fundamentally changed how war is perceived by the broader public – that it is a game
changer.
Other examples, such as the Mavi Marmara incident; the so-called “freedom flotilla” to the Gaza Strip,
which resulted in the death of 9 activists, has shown how the Israeli armed forces have encountered serious
public relations challenges despite its attempts to try to master and control it. The thesis will focus on this
incident as a case study in order to provide an example and a clearer picture of both the IDF’s successes
and failures in social media.

1.4 Research area and scope
Historically, Israel’s and the IDF’s public diplomacy and public relations (PR) efforts both within Israel and in
relation to the rest of the world, have been a frequent topic of discussion both online and within traditional
academia. I will use the terms public diplomacy and public relations somewhat interchangeably in the
thesis, although I realize scholars argue that while the two concepts seek the same objective, there is a
slight difference between them, where public diplomacy is more used on a state or institutional level, while
public relations refer more to the relationship between a state or an institution and the broader public.8
Scholars often mention the Cold War as a starting for public diplomacy as we know it today. The “battle for
hearts and minds” was important in the ideological and strategic struggle between the United States and
the Soviet Union. The goal of public diplomacy, according to one scholar writing from a communicationtheoretical viewpoint, is “to create a favorable image of a nation’s policies, actions, and political and
economic system.”9 With new media taken into the equation, the importance of this only increases, when
we look at Israel and the IDF.

7

BuzzFeed – ‘How To Wage War On The Internet, Available: http://www.buzzfeed.com/mattbuchanan/how-to-wagewar-on-the-internet [2012, 14-12-2012]
8
Signitzer, B. & Coombs, T. 1992, “Public Relations and Public Diplomacy: Conceptual Convergences”, Public Relations
Review, vol. 18 (2), pp. 137-147.
9
Gilboa, E. 2000, “Mass Communication and Diplomacy”, Communication Theory, Vol. 10 (2000), pp. 290–294;
Diplomacy in the Media Age: Three Models of Uses and Effects’, in Jönsson C. & Langhorne R. (eds.), Diplomacy, Vol. 3,
London, 2004, pp. 96–119.
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After the second Lebanon War in 2006, which sparked controversy about leaders’ abilities in both the
government’s and in the IDF’s methods – and subsequently Israel’s military role as such, internal forces in
the country saw it necessary to do something about Israel’s sorely tested image both internally and in
relation to its surroundings. As a result, the hard pressed Ehud Olmert administration appointed the
Winograd Commission, a commission of inquiry designed to investigate and draw lessons from the war,
mainly because of the negative attention the war, and especially the outcome of the war, had received in
the Israeli public and in the international community.
This step of independent government-initiated self-criticism was in some ways a first for Israel and I will
argue that the reactions to the 2006 war was a wakeup call and a turning point for Israeli authorities,
including the IDF, on how similar future issues could and should be handled in terms of dealing with the
broader public, especially in relation to new media. It is my assertion that following the evaluation of the
war, there is a common thread leading up to the IDF’s November 2012 Twitter war with Hamas and other
recent social media PR efforts.
It is in that context I seek to answer my overall research questions: what is unique about the IDF’s use of
social media, what prompted the changes in dealing with (social) media, and why is the Israeli army’s
approach to online PR different from that of other comparable countries such as EU member states and
USA?
As interesting as it might be, the thesis will not seek to offer any political judgments relating to the overall
issue of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
The theoretical framework in the thesis will be based primarily on Joseph Nye’s book from 2004, “Soft
Power, The Means to Success in World Politics”. Nye coined the term Soft Power in the 1990’s and it has
since worked its way into the minds and policies of many influential people, governments – and armies on a
global scale. The basic idea introduced by Nye is that modern power can be split into three categories:
Economic power; you use buyoffs to get what you want, hard power; you threaten or use military force
against someone to make them do what you want, or soft power; which is designed to attract others to
want what you want without the involvement of either physical force or money. Soft power relies on public
diplomacy and long term policy thinking. As Nye himself puts it in relation to wielding soft power as
effectively as possible:
Since it depends on the currency of attraction rather than force or payoffs, soft power
depends in part on how we frame our own objectives. Policies based on broadly inclusive and
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far-sighted definitions of the national interest are easier to make attractive to others than
policies that take a narrow and myopic perspective.10
Nye is mainly focusing on the United States and his book is written just before the outbreak of the social
media revolution. But that does not make it any less relevant in relation to Israel’s or any other country’s
use of public diplomacy, public relations, and propaganda in the new online world. According to Nye’s
theory, the principle of seeking to attract rather than to coerce, has for many years served an essential tool
for nations and governments all over the world in trying to get what they want. But it is only within a more
recent time scope that countries have understood how to successfully implement it as part of formal
policies.
The key point, and where it gets interesting, is when we analyze Nye’s principles in relation to Israel and the
IDF. Normally the distinction is clear between hard and soft powers (defense and state) – and who can be
held responsible for what.11 The military in any country is by nature considered a hard power. The
government, at least in a democracy, puts the military to use when it is deemed necessary and thus, the
government is normally in charge of questions such as legitimacy, international relations, politics, i.e. soft
power. In Israel though, the military is on many levels in charge of its own soft power-wielding, while at the
same time maintaining its role as a hard power. This becomes even more evident, when looking at how the
army use social media. Put bluntly, the IDF is in charge of both the fighting on the ground and the fight for
narratives, information, and legitimacy in online media, essentially making it somewhat autonomous in
certain areas in its employment of both hard and soft power at the same time.
The reasons for these mixed roles of the IDF are many and complex and it is my wish with this thesis to also
understand, describe, and discuss what the underlying answers to them are. I will do this by looking at
historical background information, relevant sources on both the IDF and Israeli society as such, articles and
books about social media, theoretical viewpoints, various social media sources, and an interview with an
IDF Spokesperson.

10

Nye, J. S. Jr. 2004, Soft Power, The means to Success In World Politics, Public Affairs, New York, pp. 60-61.
See for example Samuel P. Huntington descriptions in his book “The Soldier and The State”, which have been the
general consensus of civil-military relations in liberal democratic states or governments (Western societies), where he
make the following remarks: “The military profession exists to serve the state … Politics is beyond the scope of military
competence, and the participation of military officers in politics undermine their professionalism … The area of
military science is subordinate to, and yet independent of, the area of politics.” Huntington, S.P. 1957, The Soldier and
The State, Harvard University Press, pp. 16, 71, 73.
11
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1.5 Methodological approaches
The methodic and methodological considerations in this thesis are many and sometimes complex. As
already noted, the overall goal of the thesis is to answer the questions “what is unique about the IDF’s use
of social media, what prompted the changes in dealing with (social) media”, and “why is the Israeli army’s
approach to online PR different from that of other comparable countries such as EU member states and
USA?”
In other words, it is my goal to empirically examine how the IDF has used social media as a PR tool
throughout history and, based on that, to seek to understand and explain its current courses of actions
within the realm of social media. Through extensive and mostly qualitative research of new, online, and
historical material, I will describe how the IDF has been engaging in social media activities and public
relations efforts during the past decade. Further, I will analyze how that approach has shaped the army’s
current social media strategy, how it is being perceived by a global audience as well as in academia, and
how it differs from that of other comparable countries on a variety of parameters.
Global and in particular online media sources will serve as an important tool of this analysis, especially in
relation to the perception of the outside world towards the IDF’s social media efforts. International and
influential media corporations such as CNN, New York Times, The Washington Post, The Guardian, Haaretz
and technology websites such as Wired, BuzzFeed, TabletMag, The Atlantic, and others all noted and
described how the IDF used social media in an unprecedented manner during the November 2012 incursion
into the Gaza Strip, codenamed Operation Pillar of Defense. Several interviews were also made with the
staff of the Israeli social media unit, which, together with some of the content published on social media by
the IDFs Spokesperson unit, will serve as additional sources of information throughout the thesis.
Further, I will rely on both relevant, available academic sources which have dealt with the issue of PR within
the IDF historically, as well as my own interview with an IDF Spokesman who has extended knowledge
about the IDF’s social media program.
I have encountered a few challenges in the process of writing this thesis in relation to the availability of
academic sources in their ‘classical’ sense. There simply has not been written a great deal of books about
this subject, probably because it is still quite new and unexplored. Since I do not believe this should be a
hindrance to describe and analyze the topic, I have relied heavily on the massive amounts of material that
can be found online. One should of course be alert with regards to source criticism when using online
sources because of its fleeting and sometimes transitory nature, but when researching an online
phenomenon, it only makes sense to make full use of online sources – where the information is.

10
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Theoretically, there are several aspects in the thesis, running somewhat parallel. First and foremost I will
use Joseph Nye’s soft power theory in relation to the IDF’s social media efforts and PR organization as such
in order to analyze how the IDF operates within Nye’s three-legged power model. Furthermore I will be
looking at various sources on socio-cognitive learning processes within institutions in general in order to
understand the more basic foundations of how institutions obtain knowledge and how they process it
according to their own reality. A few theoretical aspects of public diplomacy will also provide some
background knowledge to the subject.

1.5.1 IDF Spokesman interview
I consider my interview with the IDF Spokesperson kind of a scoop. After weeks of trying to get in contact
with the IDF, I finally succeeded – after being thoroughly questioned about my background and my
intentions – in convincing the army to let me interview an official spokesman.
Initially I had a very good feeling about the interview after it was done. When translating and transcribing it
though, I realized that I could have approached the task somewhat more ‘efficiently’. Seeing as I am not an
investigative journalist and that the spokesman is very good at his job, the lack of critical follow-up
questions from my side when confronted with contradictory answers or answers that needed clarification,
is quite evident in the interview. I would have liked to go into further detail about some of the aspects we
talk about, but on the other hand the interview stands as an important part of the thesis because the IDF
got to convey its own message, which then stands for the reader to examine herself. The interview has also
provided me with in-depth information about certain aspects of the social media strategies within the IDF,
which I have not been able to retrieve elsewhere.

1.5.2 Quotes, appendixes, bias
Throughout the thesis I use a lot of quotations from all sorts of relevant people. This is an intentional
strategy in order to better bring out some of the arguments that we are presented with throughout the
thesis. Often a direct quote can give the reader a much more precise idea of the context it has been said in,
rather than if I as a narrator start to rephrase it. Of course I also analyze quotes and relate to them with
regards to the context they fit in whenever necessary.
The relevant parts of the Winograd Commission report are attached in the appendix section in Hebrew
because to my knowledge no English translation exists of the full report, only a summary. While I do not
read Hebrew, I have had relevant sections about the IDF Spokesperson Unit translated for me. I simply
added parts of the report in case the reader would like to fact check my references or read more about the
subject. The IDF Spokesman interview is also found in the appendix section in its full length, which I
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recommend to read in its full length as it gives a more detailed overview of the positions held by the IDF
Spokesperson’s Unit. I have, however, used the most important quotes in the main text.
Lastly, there is the issue of bias and subjectivity. Something I believe is an unavoidable aspect when dealing
with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Generally and ideally speaking, full objectivity should of course lay the
foundation for any answer to a research question, but one must also acknowledge the choices and
decisions that are made on the way, which are in fact necessary to construct and defend a scientific
argument. It is important for me to stress though, that the idea with this paper is not to take a standpoint
in the political aspect of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict based on my findings. The idea is to portray and
explain the unique character of how the IDF employs social media and seek to understand why the army
acts the way it does.

1.5.3 Terminology
Terminology plays a crucial role in regards to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as well (we could start by
contesting whether the conflict is actually called the Jewish-Arab conflict, the Zionist-Arab conflict, the
Arab-Israeli conflict, or something entirely different). Almost everything in the conflict can be politicized in
some way and so one should tread carefully when describing various phenomena that could be viewed as
sensitive, to avoid taking sides intentionally or unintentionally. With that said, I do not believe in pedantic
political correctness and there is no underlying political statement when for example referring to wars or
violent conflicts using mainly the Israeli terminology throughout the paper.
The 1948 War is called War of Independence by Israel, whereas it is called The Catastrophe by Palestinians.
The Six-Day War is also known as The Setback, War of 1967, The June War, 1967 Arab-Israeli War, and the
Third Arab-Israeli War. The city of Jerusalem is known in Arabic as Al-Quds and Operation Cast Lead is also
called the Gaza Massacre and The Battle of al-Furqan. Furthermore, some people do not believe ‘Israel’ or
‘Israelis’ are legitimate concepts because they do not recognize the Jewish state and would rather
designate its citizens as ‘Zionist invaders’ and the state as the ‘Zionist entity.’ Likewise, some people will
have a problem with the phrase ‘Palestinians’, because they do not believe such a people exist, due to the
fact that there was never a Palestinian national state. The ultimate example of the terminology issues of
the conflict are the words ‘terrorist’ and ‘freedom-fighter’, which are interchangeable depending on who
you ask.
Safely navigating in this terminology without insulting someone is nearly impossible. Therefore, the names I
refer to throughout the thesis are chosen out of their ease of recognition to the reader (while obviously
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trying to avoid the worst pitfalls) and bare zero political connotations. In some instances I will mention both
the Israeli and the Palestinian name of a given event.12

1.5.4 Chapter organization
Since much of the thesis is empirically founded, the organization of the chapters are kept as chronologically
as possible. The reader should get the idea of a development within the IDF over the years, but still have
the bigger picture in mind as she reads. The second chapter, following the introduction as the first, will
outline the theoretical aspects. The third chapter will give an in-depth historical understanding of public
diplomacy in Israel – something that is crucial to be familiar with in order to understand what has and is
taking place online. The fourth chapter deals with the 2006 Lebanon War and operation Cast Lead, the first
military operations where the combatants truly used social media as an integrated part of war. In chapter 5
I will present a case study about the Mavi Marmara incident, the “freedom flotilla” ship that sought to
reach the Gaza Strip, but got boarded by the IDF in the Mediterranean who ended up killed nine activists.
The incident exploded on Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube, and it showed that despite fast learning, the IDF
had not yet understood all the important mechanisms of social media. Finally in chapter 6 I will portray
operation Pillar of Defense, which was the latest escalation in the hostilities between Hamas and the IDF in
November 2012, where the social media efforts were cranked up to a level the world had yet not
experienced. Finally, in my conclusion I will sum up the answers to my research questions and attempt to
give an overall explanation of the reasons for the IDF’s online public diplomacy efforts.

2. Soft power and how institutions learn
Theoretical framework: Joseph Nye’s power model, the socio-cognitive aspect of institutional learning
processes, and theory on public diplomacy within government agencies
This thesis concentrates on Israel’s and the IDF’s social media strategies. In order to understand how these
strategies work, and to explain how they differ from those of other countries’, I wish to portray the efforts
and actions of the IDF within a theoretical framework of public diplomacy on a broader scale. The most
important tool in this analysis will be Joseph Nye’s concept of ‘soft power’. In addition, more general theory
on learning processes among institutions and general theory on public diplomacy will provide further
insight to how the Spokesperson unit in the Israeli army works.
Joseph S. Jr. Nye coined the term ‘soft power’ in 1990 in his book Bound to Lead and has since developed
his views on the topic. With references to Machiavellian advice to princes in the 16th century, which
12
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proclaimed that it is better as a leader to be feared than to be loved, Nye claims that in today’s world it is
better to be both.13 Winning the hearts and minds of people have become of increasing importance and
with the age of modern technology and the information age even more so. Soft power plays a crucial role in
achieving this for modern states and institutions.
Nye has a rather simplistic approach to defining the term ‘power’: It is the ability to influence the behavior
of others to get the outcome one wants.14 But there are more than one way of doing so. You can either
threaten them with or use physical force, you can induce them with payments, or you can attract and coopt them to want what you want, i.e. employ soft power.15 Nye acknowledges earlier and more complex
perceptions and definitions of power, but for now we will stick to this simple definition, which we will then
of course explore further.
Both the coercive and economic versions of power wielding are defined as ‘hard power’. Hard power can
be based on both threats and inducements (sticks and carrots), but Nye’s idea is to replace these direct
forms of power wielding with more indirect ones. The idea with soft power is to avoid physical coercion,
bribing, or payoffs as a means to get the outcome you want, but rather to rest on a mutual agreement
which rests on attracting others and thereby obtain your goal while simultaneously keeping the other part
satisfied as well. Since this is not always an entirely realistic approach, according to Nye, often what we see
in the realm of international politics and diplomacy, is a combination of the power paradigms, where soft
power accompanies hard power in, say, foreign policy and diplomatic efforts by a state trying to improve
its image overseas.16 The combination of hard and soft power has also been coined by Nye as ‘smart
power’, a concept that the Barrack Obama administration in the United States has sought to adopt in its
foreign policy realm during the past five or so years.
Soft power is based on attraction. On a personal level, Nye argues that we are all familiar with the
attraction and seduction in a relationship or a marriage, where power does not necessarily reside with the
larger partner, but in the ‘mysterious chemistry of attraction’. Similarly, he writes, political leaders have
long understood that power comes from – an often intangible – attraction. If a state can avoid using sticks
and carrots altogether and still make people or countries do what the state wants, this would be the
preferable strategy.17 As Nye writes:
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If I am persuaded to go along with your purposes without any explicit threat or exchange
taking place – in short, if my behavior is determined by an observable but intangible
attraction – soft power is at work. Soft power uses a different type of currency (not force, not
money) to engender cooperation – an attraction to shared values and the justness and duty
of contributing to the achievement of those values.18
Furthermore, Nye argues that in a modern setting, there are several skills one as a leader or a state – a
player – should be in possession of if ones aim is to successfully employ both soft and smart power:
There are three skills that are most crucial in the exercise of soft power — the first is
emotional intelligence, the ability to control your own emotions and use them to reach out to
others; second, the idea of composing a vision of the future that attracts others; and third,
communication skills including both rhetorical skills and also the ability to use non-verbal
communication tools. Those three crucial soft power skills have to be combined with hard
power skills in organizations, in politics, and so forth.19
The distinction between hard and soft power can also be outlined by looking at their respective natures this
way: they are related because they both rest on the aspect of achieving a purpose by affecting the behavior
of others, but they are different because hard power relates to what Nye calls ‘Command’ power – the
ability to change what others do based on coercion or payments, whereas ‘Co-optive’ power rests on the
ability to shape what others want and therefore is based on attractiveness of often intangible things such
as culture, policies, and values or the ability to manipulate the agenda of political choices. In global modern
politics, Nye argues, not realizing this or simply denying the importance of soft power, is the equivalent of
not understanding the power of seduction. An example of this is when an advisor to former United States
President John F. Kennedy, John J. McCloy, in response to an accusation of not paying attention to
popularity and attraction in world politics said: “World opinion? I don’t believe in world opinion. The only
thing that matters is power.”20 Joseph Nye claims that Kennedy understood that it is exactly the ability to
attract others that constitutes an integral part of power. He understood soft power.
When applying the theory of Nye to the behavior of states and institutions – and in particular Israel and the
IDF – we are presented with some interesting findings, which we will explore later on.
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Soft power has become a very popular term in the past two decades, almost amounting to a cliché for
policymakers. But it is also a highly contested concept. Criticism of the term often contains the notion that
soft power is ineffective and vague at its core. Critical scholars argue that hard power (economic and
military power) is a much more important government tool than intangible concepts such as values and
culture, and that soft power only can exist because of hard power. This means, according to critics, that
only states with a capable military and a strong economy can claim to exercise soft power effectively.21 The
intangibility of the concept only adds to this negative view in the eyes of the critical reader. One of the
results of this weakness in soft power, according to critics, are the problems that emerge when soft power
is sought translated directly into public diplomacy and strategic communication. The lack of a clear
conceptual framework when talking about Nye’s power models becomes evident, it is argued.22
While I agree soft power has its clear limitations – as do Joseph Nye23 – when sought implemented in a
nation’s or an institutions’ policy making, I still believe the concept is relevant to my research question. Nye
stresses that soft power is awkward to wield, but that this has not stopped countries from seeking to do so,
throughout history.24 In modern times, Nye writes, politics has become a contest of competitive credibility.
The world of traditional power politics is typically about whose military or economy wins.” But politics in an
information age “may ultimately be about whose story wins”, he claims, partially basing his assessment on
politics and communication experts, who argue that governments compete with each other and with other
institutions to enhance their own credibility and weaken that of their opponents.25 Furthermore, Nye
argues that soft power should be exercised in collaboration with hard power in order for it to be successful.
Soft power alone will rarely do the job, but should be viewed as a component. This is also the reason that
the term smart power has emerged; a combination of soft and hard power.26
Nye further writes that:
The skeptics who want to define power only as deliberate acts of command and control are
ignoring the second, or “structural,” face of power – the ability to get the outcomes you want
without having to force people to change their behavior through threats or payments.27
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For these reasons and despite the criticism, the theory of soft power remains relevant to this thesis. When
applying the theoretical framework properly and understanding the concepts and their limitations, they
become important tools in the analysis of this research field.

2.1 Institutions’ learning processes
If we take a more general look at how institutions learn and the theoretical dimensions that are involved in
this process, we might be able to understand the underlying dynamics behind the IDF’s social media
approach. The Israeli army – and in this case in particular the Spokesperson’s Unit – can be considered an
institution. Institutionalized learning is an important aspect when seeking understand how a government
agency or an army behaves in the realm of strategic communication.
“Institutions influence how information is retrieved, organized, and selected”, writes Mary Douglas in How
institutions think.28 But institutions do not think and act themselves. Rather, they think and act through the
participation of individuals who influence them. This means that institutions are based on the knowledge
they themselves induce, as Johan Stein writes in the article “How institutions learn: A Socio-Cognitive
Perspective”.29 Stein introduces the notion ‘structuration principles’ in order to describe how an institution
learns through the development of knowledge. A learning process can thus be seen as changes of these
structuration principles together with properties that embed knowledge. In short, institutions can be
thought of what Stein calls interpretative systems. The learning process for an institution is dependent not
only on the individuals influencing it, but also institutionalized beliefs that are subject to constant change.30
According to Stein, the role of the individuals in this institutionalized learning process may vary. Some have
better possibilities to influence or change the governing structuration principles than others. For example,
there are what he calls “institutional leaders”, persons who via various methods such as persuasion,
incentives, and sanctions, are able to impact and change the way the institution governs the creation of
knowledge.31 But institution based or -created knowledge can be both linear and revolutionary in its
nature. Linear learning within an institution tends to lack the structuration principles, whereas a
revolutionary learning process is often characterized by its lack of values that are grounded in ceremonial
and instrumental principles. Feedback from both internal and external individuals are important in shaping
these processes. As Stein writes:
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If feedback on the use of established knowledge is interpreted as negative, revolutionary
learning is fostered. Expectation of negative feedback, based on experience, can also
promote revolutionary learning.32
The socio-cognitive learning process that Stein describes suggests that if an institution’s or an
organizations’ established framework of knowledge is perceived in a negative light, both by internal and
external individuals, the encouragement to breed revolutionary learning will rise. A direct result of this can
be the promotion of changes within that institution.
This information is important when we analyze the IDF Spokesperson unit, and how it operates and has
operated within both traditional and new media.
Other theories on institutions suggest that organizations are bound by the norms that define them and that
if an institution is to successfully incorporate change, such as adopting new technologies, it requires that
the entire organization follows suit. As Thomas A. Bryer writes in his work about social media adaptation
challenges within government agencies:
Grounded in neo-institutional theories, such as those proffered by North (1990) and
DiMaggio and Powell (1983), Fountain’s (2001) work assumes organizations are bound by the
rigidity of the rules and norms that guide them. Adoption of a technology may be done
rationally as a consequence of isomorphism, but successful deployment of the technology
may be limited if an organization does not adjust its other components to align with the work
process demanded by the technology33
Bryer, who bases much of his work on Jane E. Fountain’s general theories on the use of technology within
governance, makes the case that social media – despite its obvious advantages – can limit democratic
processes within government institutions and organizations. Additionally. when public participation
becomes part of the equation in employing social media, several challenges often arise for the institution or
organization. Bryer argues that the relationship between the public and government agencies on social
media is still a “nascent field of inquiry” and that it is an evolving issue, which requires reflexive
practitioners.34
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There are many competing theories on communication within institutions, which are each rooted in
different scientific traditions. This thesis will use the above interpretations combined with the remainder of
the theoretical framework, as this is the most relevant combination with regards to the specific research
questions. As we will see, the IDF has encountered challenges both within the fields of learning how to
successfully master social media and also in regards to the public participatory aspect of social media.

2.2 Nye on public diplomacy and military soft power
Joseph Nye labels public diplomacy as a three-dimensional paradigm, which consists of daily
communications, strategic communication and the development of lasting relationships. Simply put, these
three components, as well as understanding the need for two-way communication in general, make up
public diplomacy in Nye’s view.35 Nye further states that a communication strategy cannot work if it goes
against the actual policy been implemented, because:
Actions speak louder than words, and public diplomacy that appears to be mere window
dressing for the projection of hard power is unlikely to succeed.36
Furthermore, he writes that:
Preaching at foreigners is not the best way to convert them. Too often political leaders think
that the problem is simply that others lack information, and that if they simply knew what we
know, they would see things our way.37
As we will see, these are some of the fundamental challenges which the IDF have faced and faces, when
employing social media in a public diplomacy setting online.
On the military aspect of soft power, Nye argues that the imbedded hard power nature of a military can be
problematic when the military seeks to also wield soft power – especially in ambiguous situations such as
the ill-defined war on terrorism.38 The attempt to influence and manage news and media to reduce
unfavorable perceptions, where rigid censorship is not always the right solution, according to Nye.39
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Nye also describes psychological warfare (“psy-ops” in military jargon) as a way to influence the opponent’s
behavior and obviate military violence. By implementing deception and disinformation, psy-ops can prove
an effective tool in war time, but it can also be counterproductive in peace time, Nye argues.40
Finally, Nye warns about viewing public diplomacy simply in “adversarial terms”:
Sometimes there is a competition of “my information versus your information”, but often
there can be gains for both sides.41

3. Understanding public diplomacy and public relations in Israel
Historical overview and introduction to the ‘Hasbara’ term: Israel’s military legacy and public diplomacy
efforts both offline and online
In order to be able to understand Israel’s courses of actions in the fields of public diplomacy and public
relations, it is necessary to understand the relevant parts of Israel modern history as such. This is, without a
doubt, a number of thick books worthy in itself, but I wish to draw out key events relevant to my topic, in
order to provide essential background information and historical insight that will hopefully bring some
context into the matter.
Another important argument for including a brief historical overview, is also to try to get an understanding
of the role the army has played in Israeli society and in the minds of Israeli citizens from before the creation
of the state until present times.

3.1 A history of conflicts
The state of Israel came into existence after the British mandate period over Palestine from 1920 to 1948
ended. After the Second World War, Europe had a moral obligation towards its Jewish population groups
that had been through – and barely survived – a horrible war, but European leaders had trouble deciding
and agreeing on a sustainable solution. Amidst much controversy between the British, The United Nations,
and the Truman-led US government over possible partition plans in order to seek a peaceful solution when
creating a state for the Jews in the former mandate area, Ben Gurion, the founding father and first prime
minister of Israel, declared on May 14, 1948 “the establishment of a Jewish state in Eretz Israel, to be
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known as the State of Israel”, and thus, the new country became a concrete reality (Source?). This turned
out to be a controversial decision though, as people were already living on the land that had be chosen.
As mentioned in the introduction, Israel has been in an almost constant state of armed conflict ever since.
As a response to the pre-state UN partition plan, fighting had broken out between Jewish Yishuv forces
(Jewish residents already living in Mandate Palestine before the state of Israel was created) and Palestinian
Arabs. The subsequent independence War in 1948-49 that followed Gurion’s declaration, which resulted in
the Palestinian exodus, known as the ‘Naqba’ (The Catastrophe) to Palestinians, marks the beginning – at
least in modern era – of a conflict ridden existence of a small, yet militarily powerful country. A country
surrounded by Arab nations whom did not approve of the sudden creation of a new Jewish state in their
own backyard.
The war ended largely in Israel’s favor and the new state became a reality despite both Jordanian, Syrian,
Egyptian, Iraqi, and Palestinian Arab troops attempting to fight off the new enemy. One of the results of the
war was that almost the entire West Bank became occupied by Transjordan and the city of Jerusalem was
split in two; an Israeli occupied West and a Jordanian occupied East. The armistice agreement that followed
made the split official with a demarcation line that later became known as the Green Line, effectively
marking Jordanian and Israeli areas of the city.
Following the 1956 Suez Crisis, a diplomatic and military conflict between Egypt on one side and Israel,
Britain and France on the other side, initiated by Nasser’s nationalization of the important Suez Canal,
another war followed in 1967, namely the Six-Day War. Following a period of high tensions and saberrattling between Israel on one side and Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and Iraq on the other side, Israel launched a
surprise attack on Egyptian airfields, eliminating its entire air force fleet and hereby securing air superiority
for the remainder of the war. Israel then went on to defeat both Syrian and Jordanian forces. (Source).
Within six days, Israel had won a decisive victory and occupied both the Golan Heights from Syria, the Sinai
Peninsula and the Gaza Strip from Egypt, and the West Bank including East Jerusalem from Jordan.
One of the most noticeable consequences of the Six-Day War, apart from the geographical rearranging of
borders, was the impact it had on the involved Arab countries’ self-understanding. Israel, a small and young
nation, had dealt out humiliating defeats to its three big neighbors, exposing their military incompetence
and left them with a sense of disappointment and disbelief (Source). Simultaneously, Israel’s selfconfidence in its military – but also the importance to be on high alert in the future – had been greatly
increased (Source).
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The Six-Day War was, with the War of Attrition between Egypt and Israel in the interim, followed in 1973 by
what became known in Israel as the Yom Kippur War. On October 6, on one of the most important holidays
in Judaism, Egyptian and Syrian forces launched surprise attacks in Sinai and the Golan Heights,
respectively. The fighting lasted for about 3 weeks and resulted in heavy losses for all involved parts, and
although Arab leaders saw the war as redemption for the humiliating ’67 defeat, Israel was still the tactical
winner when a UN-brokered ceasefire took effect. Despite being victorious on paper though, the era of
Israel’s self-understanding as an invincible nation suffered a serious blow.
The war also resulted in turmoil and near-conflict on a global scale, as USA and Russia, backing Israel and
the Arab countries respectively, escalated the war-rhetoric and hostilities between them, in an already
extremely tense and hostile relationship during the Cold War (Source).

3.2 Peace or new enemies?
In the aftermath of the ’73 war, peace negotiations were initiated between Egypt and Israel, which in 1978
lead to the signing of the Camp David Accords (source). As a result, Israel would give back the Sinai to
Egypt, but remain in control of the Gaza Strip and The West Bank, which was to be part of a future
Palestinian state. The peace agreement marked a turning point in the Egyptian-Israeli relationship, ending a
long period of hostilities, but it also meant that Egypt was expelled from the Arab League and became
distrusted with some of its former allies, who did not take the friendly attitude towards Israel lightly
(source).
Israel’s military focus now changed from its southern to its northern border. In 1970-71 after a period of
civil war between The Palestinian Liberation Organization and Jordanian forces, King Hussein had violently
thrown out The PLO from Jordan in what became known as Black September, due to the thousands of
Palestinian casualties during the fighting (source). The Yasser Arafat led PLO ended up resettling in
Southern and Western Lebanon from where it would carry out raids and attacks into Israel. In 1982, Israel
invaded and occupied Southern Lebanon in order to stop the attacks and destroy the PLO and after a
couple of months of fighting, the PLO withdrew (source). Despite this immediate threat removal though,
the Lebanese headache for Israel would later return.
In the meantime, Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip started a campaign of civil obedience and
violence as a response to the Israeli military occupation, which became known as the First Intifada. On
December 9, 1987, an Israeli army truck struck a civil car and killed four Palestinians in the Jabalia refugee
camp in Gaza, which ignited months of growing tensions. The uprising quickly spread from the Gaza Strip to
the West Bank and East Jerusalem, and widespread strikes and boycotts of Israeli goods as well as clashes
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with the Israeli military, who adopted a very violent policy towards Palestinian civilians, lasted until the
1993 Oslo Accords came into effect (source).
Despite the attempts at peace, not much had changed seven years later. On October 29, 2000, the Israeli
opposition leader Ariel Sharon – flanked by hundreds of riot policemen – visited the Temple Mount in the
Old City of Jerusalem, where the Al-Aqsa mosque is located. The mosque is considered the world’s third
holiest site of Islam. Sharon’s reason for the visit was presumably to send a political message that the
Temple Mount (which also happens to be the most important holy site in Judaism because of the
placement of the Wailing Wall) would remain under Israeli sovereignty under his leadership.42 The mocking
nature of the visit had immediate effect, when Palestinian youths started demonstrations in Jerusalem,
which resulted in riots. The Second Intifada had begun. This second uprising was much more fierce and
brutal than its predecessor and estimates claim that almost 3.000 Palestinians and 1.000 Israelis had lost
their lives, when the violence finally came to a standstill in 2005 (source B’TSelem/Wiki).
The 1982 invasion of Lebanon resulted in the emergence of a new Lebanese enemy: Hezbollah. Backed by
Ayatollah Khomeini and the Iranian Revolutionary Guard, the Shia-Islamist Hezbollah leaders wanted to
create a resistance to the Israeli occupation of Southern Lebanon. The transition from a small militia to a
dominant political party with more military power than the official Lebanese army (source) had its impact
on Israel. In 2006, after Hezbollah had crossed the border and again carried out raids in Northern Israel as
well as fired rockets into Northern Israeli cities, Prime Minister Ehud Olmert saw no other option than to go
to war.
The fighting lasted for 34 days and resulted in severe casualties especially on the Lebanese side, where an
estimated 1,000-1,200 civilians became victims of the war along with hundreds of Hezbollah fighters. Israel
also suffered from entering unknown and dangerous foreign territory and lost 121 soldiers. The war was
widely criticized in Israel and many believed that Olmert had failed his tasks as leader (source) and when
Hezbollah captured several Israeli soldiers, it did not soften the already skeptical attitude among large parts
of the Israeli public. The Second Lebanon War, as it is named in Israel, came to mark a new era in the Israeli
government’s and army’s way of handling public relations and interactions with media, which is further
analyzed in the thesis in the chapter “A lesson learned.”
When Israel withdrew from Gaza in 2005 after The Second Intifada, Hamas was shortly after elected to rule
the small strip of land as de-facto leaders. This meant that a new ongoing conflict between different
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militant groups inside the blockaded Gaza Strip and Israel took off, where Arab militants would fire rockets
into Southern Israel and Israel would carry out bombings and assassinations inside Gaza. The most violent
period of this conflict came in late 2008, when Israel started a ground invasion into the strip that was
coordinated with the air force and other units of the IDF in what is known as Operation Cast Lead or The
Gaza War. The 3 weeks of armed conflict resulted in the deaths of approximately 1300 Palestinians of
whom many were civilians and 13 Israelis. The violent back-and-forth exchange between Arab militants in
Gaza and the IDF has flared up many times since, most recently in November 2012 in Operation Pillar of
Defense, which I will also be addressing extensively in regards to recent social media efforts.
The above-mentioned conflicts represent the main wars and threats that Israel has encountered and
initiated in its short existence. There have been numerous other smaller scaled conflicts and clashes in
Israel throughout history and hostilities from further away, such as the ongoing Iranian nuclear threat and a
strained relationship with Turkey, but overall the above mentioned events are the most significant, which I
believe have contributed the most to how Israeli society has been affected and shaped by war.

3.3 The People’s Army
The reason for this brief walkthrough of historically significant conflicts is to try to get an in depth view into
Israeli society and what role the army plays in that context. This, in turn, will help us understand how and
why the army acts as it does – especially in a media and public relations context.
As mentioned previously, The Israel Defense Forces was formally created almost simultaneously with the
state of Israel. It was not, however, written in stone that the army would become the strong and dominant
force in Israeli society that it did. Early Zionists in the late 20th century envisioned a somewhat naive,
peaceful colonial enterprise, when talking about the creation of a new state, and not the brutal conquest
that it ended up with. When Theodore Herzl, the founder of the Zionist movement, spoke about the
creation of a Jewish state at the Basle Congress in 1897, he imagined the armed forces as “… Just a
professional army, equipped, of course, with every requisite of modern warfare, to preserve order
internally and externally”.43 A utopian view that was shared by almost all of Zionism’s early precursors, who
did not talk about “soldiers” or “fighting” when discussing the creation of the new state. Another example
of this is Max Emmanuel Mandelstamm, an early Zionist, who imagined the colonization process as a
completely peaceful undertaking, and stated that:
The war for which we are being prepared is very simple, not dangerous in the least. What we
desire is to engage in patient labor, work devoid of any bloodshed, work that is only civilized
43
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colonization. Diligent labor is our sword and bow. In the end, no one will oppose us in
enmity.44
Years later, during the First World War and since during the Mandate period, things changed and the tone
regarding the role of the army in a future state also changed. Paramilitary groups, such as the Haganah,
were formed and fought the Arab natives in a civil war-like conflict and the Yishuv, the small Jewish
population that lived in Mandatory Palestine before the creation of the Israeli state, participated with
smaller armed groups and militias (Irgun and Lehi).45
These clashes with the native population contributed to Yishuv leaders and Ben Gurion as defense minister
finally making the decision to start a joint effort to establish a machinery for a draft. The combined forces
and the steady flow of new immigrants quickly boosted the numbers of available troops and in July 1948,
the IDF, Israel’s new conscript army, had reached more than 63,000 soldiers, with the Yishuv forces only
counting some 21,000 troops just 6 months prior.46 The army only grew larger from this point on and the
“people’s army”, which would become one of the most central bodies of Israeli society, was born.
A key aspect of Ben Gurion’s idea behind the “people’s army” and mandatory conscription, which has
existed ever since, was that he sought to achieve more than just a powerful military to protect Israel from
external enemies. He also knew that the many immigrants – coming from a big variety of places with
different historical and cultural backgrounds – needed to be integrated into the new Jewish state, and to
get a feeling of unity. In a speech held by Gurion to a group of officers in early 1949, he said:
While the first mission of the IDF … is the security of the State, that is not its only task. The
Army must also serve as a pioneering educational force for Israeli youth, both native born
and immigrants. The IDF must educate a pioneering generation, healthy in body and spirit,
brave and faithful, which will heal tribal and Diaspora divisions and implement the historic
missions of the State of Israel through a process of self-fulfillment.47
Furthermore, the educational effects of the army should not only be limited to personnel in uniforms. The
army was to serve as a “nation-binder”,48 meaning that the impact the army had on civilians was to be
positive, effectively making the army a cornerstone of Israeli society on all levels. This also meant that the
IDF undertook many civilian tasks, such as agricultural help for farmers, educational services to children
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living in unprivileged areas, and helping the large number of new immigrants, when they first came to the
country, by providing transit camps.49
Combined with the army’s practical and omnipresent character towards civilians in all parts of Israeli
society and the army’s symbolic importance after winning the independence war, Gurion’s cultural
reconstruction plan for the new country with the army as catalyst, proved extremely successful.50
The reasons why focusing on this early positive perception in Israeli society of the army is important, is first
and foremost due to its significance when we study the army in present times. Unlike many other
countries, Israel tends to view its army as more than just a military force and as a much more ingrained and
integrated part of society than we are used to in traditional “Western” countries such as EU member states
and the United States.51 There are both obvious and more complex reasons for this.
First, the compulsory military service in Israel has largely remained the same since its creation in 1948.
Mandatory conscription is two years for females and three years for males, starting when they reach the
age of 18. After that, many soldiers remain part of the reserve, also mandatorily, until they are middle
aged. Unlike many other countries where being part of the reserve effectively means you will most likely
never put on a uniform again, Israel draws on its reservists quite frequently and often with very short
notice, even though the reservists do not provide the backbone of the IDF that they once did.52 Many
others continue to make a career in the army after the compulsory conscription period. This means that –
in theory at least (not counting the Haredim (Ultra-Orthodox) Jews, Druze, and other groups, who, for now,
is exempted) – a majority of Israeli citizens spend a lot of time in the army at some point in their lives.
Secondly, and more importantly, because of this implementation with almost all parts of society, the army
becomes an institution in Israel that is very much respected and identity shaping. Career wise, one is almost
certain of various job offerings outside of the army, if one has held a position as a commissioned officer
while in the army. Most Israeli Prime Ministers come from a position within the “high brass” of the IDF and
many lower level members of the Knesset also had a career in the IDF before turning to politics. For
example, the newly elected and enormously popular Minister of both Industry, Trade, and Labor, Minister
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of Religious Services, and Minister of Jerusalem and Diaspora Affairs, Naftali Bennett, is a former company
commander with the rank of major in the IDF.53
Thirdly, in order to understand the current mindset and applied rhetoric of politicians and the army alike in
Israel when dealing with internal and external threats, and why security (‘bitachon’ in Hebrew) is probably
the single most repeated word in that context, we need to go back in time. Ben Gurion was long before
1948 extremely preoccupied with providing security for the new Israeli state, knowing that the Arab
neighbors could pose a threat. Later on, the term security has come to include a variety of meanings in
Israeli society, depending on the situation. Some historians believe that security is a meta-term used by
Israeli leaders to cover a wide range of issues and justify certain policies, from the preparations for a future
state, purchasing of weapons abroad, internal struggles with other political forces, to the policies carried
out towards the local Palestinian population.54 Meta-term or not, the security mantra is something that has
been repeated again and again by Israeli politicians and the IDF up until present day. Ben Gurion’s crucial
role in shaping the security outlook of Israel has, in other words, had a tremendous and recurring effect on
Israeli society that is clearly visible and effective today, when we look at how the IDF communicates its
messages both within Israel and to the rest of the world.
All of this tells us that in Israel, the military has played and still plays a number of important roles
throughout society and that different versions of militarism have influenced the country in different ways.
The primary task for the IDF is defending Israel, but it quickly becomes apparent – especially in more recent
times – that the “secondary” roles of the army, as described above, are in fact much more dominant than
its role to protect the country from immediate external treats. If we want to understand how and why the
IDF plays an important and somewhat autonomous role in regards to public relations and media, as we
shall see, this is fundamental knowledge that serves as important context when analyzing the issue further.
As mentioned in the introduction, the harsh reality of public criticism catched up to Israeli leaders during
and especially after the 2006 campaign into Lebanon. Even though the war was generally supported among
the Israeli public as a necessary and legitimate response to Hezbollah’s attacks on Israel, the war was a
fiasco on several levels, both politically, militarily, and last but not least in regards to Israel’s reputation
both within the country itself and to the outside world. In the aftermath of the war serious selfexamination was demanded by an outraged Israeli public – something that had not been necessary to the
same extend in Israel’s previous wars because they generally ended in Israel’s favor without too many
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losses of Israeli lives or grave mistakes. In the Lebanon campaign, 121 IDF soldiers were killed and several
were abducted by Hezbollah – a completely unacceptable situation for the Israeli public, who questioned
both the military and political leaders and their decision making. As a result, Ehud Olmert’s government
appointed former judge Eliyahu Winograd to chair the commission of inquiry to look into the “failings and
flaws” of the war. One of the outcomes of the commission report, along with harsh criticism of key decision
makers in both the military and government, was a recommendation to set up a media and public relations
body to make Israel and the IDF more prepared for similar situations in the future that would require a
more ‘aggressive’ and coordinated media strategy. The result was the creation of the National Information
Directorate in early 2008, which would very soon be put to the test in Operation Cast Lead later that same
year. I will elaborate on both the Winograd Commission, the National Information Directorate, and Cast
Lead in the following chapters.

3.4 Hasbara
Up until 2008, public diplomacy efforts in Israel had, of course, not been non-existent. The term ‘Hasbara’
has been used for many years by both government institutions in Israel as well as its friends and foes alike
to encapsulate what Israeli public diplomacy is all about. Hasbara is an essential term to get familiar with
when studying public diplomacy efforts in Israel, both on government level, in civilian life, and in the army.
From academic sources, we learn that Hasbara is essentially understood as another word for positive
propaganda about Israel that dates back far in history55, but the definitions vary depending on who you ask.
In this chapter I will attempt to outline and give a broad understanding of the different perceptions about
Hasbara through time.
The first time Hasbara is mentioned in English mainstream media is presumably in 1979, where articles in
The Washington Post mention Hasbara and describe it as “overseas image-building” for Israel56. There is
broad consensus that Hasbara is a government initiated activity, much like public diplomacy in other
countries which spreads out through various channels – including the army.
The term is nowadays often loosely translated into meaning “explanation” or “information” and is generally
seen as a tool for the governments and its different branches and supporters to improve Israel’s reputation
– often as a response to the negative light Israel is being portrayed in across multiple media platforms and
on the internet. This, in turn, has meant that a certain pejorative meaning has been attached to the
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concept among some groups. But Hasbara has different meanings to different people and the
understanding and interpretation of the term has changed during the years. To illustrate this, let’s take a
look at how different bodies of Israeli society interprets and has interpreted the definition and meanings of
Hasbara:
In 1993, during the Oslo accords peace process, Director General in the Foreign Ministry and chief
negotiator for Israel in the peace negotiations, Uri Savir stated, in a briefing about what changes would be
made in the restructuring of the Foreign Ministry, that Hasbara should change from argumentation to
information:
…The third change has to do with Israel's traditional Hasbara policy - information policy where, with the appointment of a new deputy director general to this office, Yossi Gal, we
have decided to put much more emphasis on our work, through our embassies and here, with
the international media and less traditional emphasis as existed in our Hasbara efforts,
through more written material that was disseminated. I think altogether, philosophically, we
are moving more from argumentation, hopefully, to information. The word itself, 'Hasbara',
translated into Hebrew, is 'to explain'. It is more from explaining to informing and trying to
reach wider sectors of public opinion. In this context, we will attach enormous importance to
the expression of Israel's culture around the world, maybe with a new emphasis in areas
where Israel's culture is less known, such as in Asia and Africa. There will be a major emphasis
on our possibilities to extend technical assistance in agriculture, desertification, and areas
where Israel can also contribute to the international scene…57
On the civilian level, Israel Citizens Information Council, a grassroots organization running the website
Hasbara.com, has a list of objectives in their activities. Although the organization is no longer amongst the
most prominent and active, the issues they concentrate on are very much generic examples of different
roles typically attributed to the Hasbara term:


Training speakers and organizing speaking engagements and media appearances abroad.



Hosting visiting groups from abroad.



Providing assistance and guidance for individual and groups involved in hasbara and advocacy
campaigns.



Encouraging participation in media "watch" groups.
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Providing a resource to the foreign media outlets for Israeli grass-root opinion and experience.



Supporting the activities of student groups advocating pro-democracy, human rights and antiterror messages.



Forming liaisons with individuals, communities and public officials overseas through e-mail and
personal contact.



Providing information and "alerts" to support the above activities through our website,
www.hasbara.com. The ICIC engages in these activities through liaison with communities
outside of Israel. Our goal is to provide diversity to official Israeli government positions by using
citizens from all walks of life and political persuasions. Our "citizen diplomacy" allows the
presentation of mainstream Israeli thinking as represented by the grass roots. ICIC speakers are
academicians, professionals and community activists who can provide communities with an
authentic voice reflecting the mainstream in Israeli opinion.



One of our major activities is the production of special Powerpoint58 presentations which we
post on our website. These presentations review specific aspects and issues related to Israel and
the Middle East.59

Criticism of Hasbara varies in its descriptions as well. Everything from downright labelling it as Israeli “press
and propaganda work”, as the historian Giora Goodman has called it60, to In 2005 – 12 years after Uri
Savir’s briefing – where the meaning of Hasbara had changed within the Israeli government. Gideon Meir,
who a year later became Israel’s Ambassador to Italy and currently holds the position of Deputy DirectorGeneral for Media and Public Affairs in the Foreign Ministry, wrote that the apologetic and passive
connotations that is often stuck with the Hasbara term is problematic in itself because Israel has nothing to
apologize for:
Much has been said and written about Israel’s “hasbara” and its effectiveness in presenting
Israel’s case around the world. But to address this important matter properly, it is essential to
understand what “hasbara” is really all about.
First of all, the word “hasbara” itself is a problem. There is no real precise translation of the
word in English or in any other language. It is not mere propaganda, nor is it an attempt to
merely “explain” Israel’s policies and reality, nor is it just a matter of providing information.
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“Hasbara” sounds passive and apologetic, yet there is nothing passive about it and Israel has
nothing to apologize for. A much better term would probably be “public diplomacy” because
it seeks to work with and convince the public, particularly decision makers, shapers of public
opinion and important sectors of society.
Public diplomacy is not a cure-all for all of Israel’s problems in the arena of public opinion.
There are many factors, not just what we say, that influence the perception of Israel abroad.
But Israel’s public diplomacy can make a contribution and does - if not always in the
immediate and short term, then certainly in the long run…61
Gary Rosenblatt, editor and publisher of The Jewish Week, a weekly newspaper distributed in New York
City, has defined Hasbara as ‘advocacy’ and at the same he objects to the criticism that Hasbara is
essentially Israeli propaganda, noting that:
…Complaints about Israeli Hasbara won’t stop, though, until Israel is embraced by the world
as a brave democracy struggling against heavy odds, appreciated for its remarkable
achievements rather than attacked for its military steadfastness…62

3.4.1 Hasbara and the challenges of new media
Up until the new media revolution in the mid 00’s, Hasbara was mostly formulated by and send out directly
from the Israeli government offices and mainly the foreign ministry. This changed with the coming of new
media, where the government became increasingly aware of the possibilities that lie in the internet, and
the applied strategies slowly changed accordingly, although this realization and change – especially in the
army, as we shall see – came after some hesitation.
As we will examine further in the following chapter, the starting point of that discovery was a brutal
awakening in the realization of the failures of the 2006 Lebanon War. But just two years after the war, the
Israeli government and military had a chance to put their lessons from Lebanon to the test, when a new
conflict was initiated: Operation Cast Lead. Multiple newspaper articles from around the world during the
time of the conflict mention the new media strategy that was to be applied. In an article from December
2009 in the Israeli government-critical newspaper Haaretz, the new strategy and the creation of the new
social media unit in the IDF is described:
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The Israel Defense Forces Spokesman's Office is to begin drafting computer experts with an
eye toward establishing an Internet and new media department unit… Speaking at the Eilat
Journalists Conference, Benayahu (Army Spokesman Brig. Gen.) said the new department
would focus on the Internet's social media networks mainly to reach an international
audience directly rather than through the regular media.
The new unit, as well as an initiative by the Information and Diaspora Ministry to train people
to represent Israel independently on the Internet and in other arenas, were presented
Monday at the conference during a panel discussion on Israeli public relations abroad…
Responding to criticism of Israel's ability to face hostile entities on the Web, Benayahu said
the new program would be able to deal with the problem. He said that from each group
drafted to the Army Spokesman's Office, between eight to 10 young people who are experts
in Web 2.0 - YouTube, Facebook and Twitter - to be identified before induction, would be
assigned to the new department…
The head of communications at the Army Spokesman's office, Col. Ofer Kol, said they wanted
to reach "mainly an international audience that is less exposed to operational processes.
Foreign media do more 'zooming-in' and so it's important to us to show the totality of IDF
actions without a filter."
The IDF YouTube account got millions of hits during Operation Cast Lead, which led to the
decision to expand activity at the site and other social network Web sites. The IDF hopes to
show other sides of the army less familiar to the world, such as women's service.
The Spokesman's Office has also contacted bloggers who are known as opinion-makers and
sent them information and pictures directly…63
Also referring to Cast Lead in an article called “Israel Claims Success in the PR War” in the British newspaper
The Jewish Chronicle, Anshel Pfeffer describes how the Israeli Hasbara operation underwent a “total
overhaul”, including barring ministers and others from giving interviews unless allowed to do so in order to
avoid PR scandals (excerpts):
The Gaza attack is the first major demonstration of Israel’s total overhaul of its “Hasbara”
operation following the Second Lebanon War. While the military aspects of the operation
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were [being] meticulously planned, a new forum of press advisers was also established which
has been working for the past six months on a PR strategy specifically geared to dealing with
the media during warfare in Gaza.
Ministers have been ordered by the Cabinet Secretary not to give interviews without
authorization so as not to repeat the PR disaster of a year ago, when Deputy Defense
Minister Matan Vilnai threatened the Palestinians with a “holocaust”…64
Another article from Haaretz explains how other ministries start to follow suit, no longer limiting Hasbara
to be a foreign ministry affair (excerpts):
Israel recruits 'army of bloggers' to combat anti-Zionist Web sites”. The Immigrant
Absorption Ministry announced on Sunday it was setting up an "army of bloggers," to be
made up of Israelis who speak a second language, to represent Israel in "anti-Zionist blogs" in
English, French, Spanish and German…
”During the war, we looked for a way to contribute to the effort”, the ministry's director
general, Erez Halfon, told Haaretz. "We turned to this enormous reservoir of more than a
million people with a second mother tongue." Other languages in which bloggers are sought
include Russian and Portuguese…65
In a recent interview by the website Fast Company with IDF Spokesman Eytan Buchman, he explained how
the IDF holds day to day conferences calls that work as ‘briefings’ for pro-Israeli bloggers to strengthen the
ties between the army and its civilian supporters and to develop and coordinate the various
communication strategies:
On a day-to-day basis, in order to improve our legitimacy and to get our message out,
beyond our normal Twitter activity and briefings for traditional journalists, we also reach out
to more prolific bloggers both in Israel and overseas who we feel help us expand our
audiences.
A lot of people are thirsty for information. There are also a lot of people who believe very
adamantly in what Israel is doing and want to get the information out. One of the easiest
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ways for us to do that is to tap that audience and to allow them to get the necessary
weapons--the information in their arsenal--to fight for us and help us do what we're doing.66
A 2007 article in the New York Sun mentions another emerging aspect of the attempt to promote Hasbara
among private organizations on American college campuses (excerpts):
A group working to promote pro-Israel sentiment at American colleges is hiring students to
act as campus emissaries of the Jewish state.
Jewish student leaders from Columbia University, New York University, and Queens College
will receive up to $1,000 a year from the advocacy group StandWithUs to bring speakers and
films to campus that portray Israel in a positive light.
"There's an atmosphere that everything has to be intellectually valid," a sophomore history
major at Columbia University, Ariel Pollock, said of her campus. "It's a great framework, but
for some reason Israel has fallen outside of that paradigm."
A sophomore at NYU, David Avraham, who is on the board of the Middle East Dialogue
Group, and a junior at Queens College, Alisa Bodner, have also been chosen as fellows from a
pool of more than 100 applicants.
Mr. Avraham plans to organize social gatherings for Muslim and Jewish students. "There's a
lot of effort at NYU to build bridges between the Jewish and Muslim communities," Mr.
Avraham, 20, said. "The right-wing Jewish side, and the right-wing Muslim side, neither of
those groups have their information correct."
In hiring its Emerson Fellows, StandWithUs gave special weight to finding student advocates
at "problem campuses," where discourse on the Middle East is skewed by anti-Israel rhetoric,
officials said.
The North American campus director of StandWithUs, Daniel Klein, identified Columbia, MIT,
and the University of Michigan as hot spots of anti-Israel sentiment. "The story of democracy
in Israel, of a vibrant diverse country, is not being told on campuses," Mr. Klein said.
StandWithUs is an international education organization founded in 2001.67
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In a story from 2009 on the website CounterPunch, then deputy director of the foreign ministry’s Hasbara
department, Ilan Sztulman, reportedly said in an interview about the government establishing a special
undercover team of paid workers “whose job it will be to surf the internet 24 hours a day spreading
positive news about Israel”, that:
Our people will not say: ‘Hello, I am from the hasbara department of the Israeli foreign
ministry and I want to tell you the following.’ Nor will they necessarily identify themselves as
Israelis,
But that:
They will speak as net-surfers and as citizens, and will write responses that will look personal
but will be based on a prepared list of messages that the foreign ministry developed.68
In the same story, Rona Kuperboim, a columnist for Ynet, one of Israel’s biggest news websites, denounced
the initiative, saying it indicated that Israel had become a “thought-police state” and that: “good PR cannot
make the reality in the occupied territories prettier. Children are being killed, homes are being bombed,
and families are starved.”69
As a side note to the Hasbara efforts by the IDF, The Israeli Foreign Ministry also launched its own
campaign in 2005, called “Brand Israel”, which was to run parallel with other Hasbara initiatives and
designed to “re-brand” the country’s image to appear “relevant and modern” instead of militaristic and
religious” - especially towards the public in USA. One of the more successful results of the campaign was to
portray Tel Aviv as a gay and lesbian friendly city and to promote LGBT tourism to Israel.70 One of the more
infamous results was the pictures of scarcely clad female IDF soldiers in the men’s magazine Maxim.71

3.4.2 Megaphone tool
Other examples of the development of Hasbara in the new media era includes the release of the
‘Megaphone desktop tool’, a computer program released by the lobby group GIYUS (Give Israel Your United
Support) during the 2006 Lebanon War. According to an article in The Register from 2006 called “Pro-Israel
lobby targets BBC online poll”, the tool was designed to alert its users of online polls involving Israel,
68
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automatically providing votes in favor of Israel, thereby influencing the result, or directing users to news
websites with content that was deemed “anti-Israeli”, in order for them to influence debates or sending
letters or emails to the relevant editorial staffs.
The project was supported by public affairs director in the foreign ministry, Amir Gissin, who wrote the
following to different Hasbara organizations three days after the launch of the Megaphone tool:
Dear friends,
Many of us recognize the importance of the Internet as the new battleground for Israel's
image. It's time to do it better, and coordinate our on-line efforts on behalf of Israel. An
Israeli software company have developed a free, safe and useful tool for us - the Internet
Megaphone.
Please go to www.giyus.org, download the Megaphone, and you will receive daily updates
with instant links to important internet polls, problematic articles that require a talkback, etc.
We need 100,000 Megaphone users to make a difference. So, please distribute this mail to all
Israel's supporters.
Do it now. For Israel.
Amir Gissin72
According to The Register, Megaphone had 24.000 users at the time of the publishing of the article.
Gissin later said in an interview with The Jerusalem Post, that:
An Israeli company developed a type of software [Megaphone] that functions like a beeper
from one central place. They send alerts and anyone who downloads the software gets a popup with links to an activity. It can be to vote for Israel in a CNN survey or react to an
especially nasty article. We still have a long way to go, but this is our future… During the war
an initiative began, and we had the opportunity to do some very nice things with the
Megaphone community.73
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The same Amir Gissin said in a 2006 interview with British newspaper The Guardian, that he ran “Israel's
Explanation Department”, and that: “the whole problem is that we don't explain ourselves correctly”.74

3.4.3 “Why can they do it, but we need to sit quietly?”
There are multiple lessons to draw out from these examples and articles: First and foremost it shows how
Hasbara has changed and has become much more integrated within the Israeli army itself, who since 2006
started to proactively taking matters into their own hands. But it also show a fundamental change in the
way of thinking in the Israeli government and army, assessing that in order to spread its messages in the
most efficient way, using civilian and private organizations – sometimes undercover – as advocacy groups in
combination with the new online technology, proved much more impactful than when tightly controlling
the matters on its own in a traditional way.
While I argue in this thesis that the US military has in fact learned from the failures of the IDF during the
2006 Lebanon War in in regards to social media, the Israeli government has recently drawn extensively on
its collaboration with the US administration, which under president Barack Obama and former head of
State Hillary Clinton, saw changes within the realm of “digital diplomacy”, or what Clinton dubbed “21st
century statecraft.” The Israelis, keeping the 2009 Iranian “Twitter revolution” and the 2011 Arab Spring in
mind, borrowed directly from the Americans, knowing that the digital public diplomacy is essential to
control, especially in times of military conflict.75
The last quotes by former public affairs director in the foreign ministry, Amir Gissin brings up another
important aspect of the role of both the Israeli government, but also the IDF: “Why can they do it, but we
need to sit quietly?” Israel’s immediate, major enemies has for many years been militant groups inside the
Gaza Strip and Hezbollah in Southern Lebanon. These groups and their supporters have taken up the
implementation of social media as a communication and propaganda tool long before the Israeli army
understood the importance of it. As it is clear in my interview with an IDF Spokesman (see Appendix 1), for
a number of years, the main concern for the IDF in relation to media was how, if at all, to respond to what
it believed to be false stories and propaganda coming out on social media by Hamas and Hezbollah (and
their supporters), portraying the Israeli army in a very negative light. Since adopting the same strategy as
their foes has not been a viable option and since content coming from the IDF needs to be verified and
maintain a certain degree of truth and trustworthiness, the IDF hesitated in its response, effectively leaving
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the playing field open to its enemies without any means to respond. Something that has now changed,
according to both the army itself and commentators engaged in the issue. But whereas the IDF was not
present on the modern information platforms before, they now face the challenge of playing by a different
set of rules than their enemies. In my interview with IDF Spokesman Therkil Petersen, which I quote
numerous times in the thesis, this issue is elaborated further upon.
It also becomes clear via the above examples that Hasbara is often applied or put into effect as a defensive
measure in order to deal with negative media coverage and publicity in general or in particular areas. The
negative publicity is often related to armed conflicts and this means that the use of Hasbara is often
directly linked to Israel’s external enemies (Hamas and Hezbollah for example), but also the civilian
Palestinians living under occupation in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. As a result, these are also often
the groups (together with critical parts of both international and Israeli academia, press, and human rights
organizations) from where criticism of Hasbara originates.
In an article called “Hasbara and Spin” in Journal of Palestine Studies from 2009 for example, a collection of
newspaper articles and opinion pieces exemplify some of the critical attitudes towards Hasbara. Here
Yosefa Loshitzky comments on the use of women as front figures in the IDF, in what he sees as the army’s
misinformation campaign:
…Israel’s oiled propaganda-machine was further lubricated by its self-acknowledged decision
to select women as their masbirim (misinformation spokespersons) so as “to project a
feminine and softer image.” To add some cool glamour to Israel’s hot lies, Tzipi Livni, the
state’s foreign minister and a natural blonde, announced, in response to calls for truce:
“There is no humanitarian crisis in the [Gaza] Strip, and therefore there is no need for a
humanitarian truce.”…76
Indeed, as it is also expressed in my interview with IDF Spokesman Therkil Petersen and immediately visible
if you visit any of the IDF’s websites, YouTube or Facebook profiles, women play a central role when it
comes to portraying the army and the work it does. This is, according to my interview with the IDF
Spokesman as well as the above and other source, to maintain a less aggressive image and attempt to tone
down conflicts and harsh language on various social media platforms. In an article titled “combat cuties:
photographs of Israeli women soldiers in the press since the 2006 Lebanon War”, the authors argue that
the way female soldiers, who since 2006 have served in combat units like their male colleagues, is still being
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portrayed in the media is normative in the sense that the images objectify and tend to sexualize the
women. The article notes a pattern, where male soldiers are often portrayed as being focused, ready, and
with the finger on the trigger, whereas female soldiers are often portrayed as smiling and flirting, looking
into the camera.
This, the authors argue, means that since the violent nature of being a combat soldier is threatening
traditional notions of femininity in Israel as well as the masculine order of the military establishment, and
therefore it has to be controlled and contained. They further argue that since conscription and participation
has been almost equally aligned between women and men, the depictions in the media should follow
suit.77 If we look at the above mentioned Maxim pictures and the content coming out of the IDF
Spokesperson social media unit, it is evident that this trend has continued, if not increased, on social media.
Many of the pictures on the IDF’s Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Flickr accounts resemble what the
authors point out: smiling, flirty, and sexualized female soldiers, while their male counterparts are often
portrayed as aggressive or at least serious about fulfilling their military job.78
As it is clear from my spokesman interview, positive stories about Muslims, Druze and other minorities
serving in the army are also an attempt to put forward positive stories from within the army, making it
seem tolerant and including instead of enclosed and excluding. But whether the IDF is actually
misinforming in their Hasbara and public diplomacy work, at least by principle, is probably questionable. As
my interview shows, the army is extremely preoccupied with their content on social media being truthful,
sober, and able to stand the test of scrutinized fact checking.79 But portraying events from a certain
perspective, for example by posting facts about a given issue, but blatantly omitting relevant contextual
information that would otherwise change the overall picture of the message conveyed, will be interpreted
by critical voices as propaganda and sometimes misinformation, and rightfully so.
Another aspect of seeking to control what reaches (social) media by the IDF, involves soldier’s sometimes
lax handling of secret intelligence (as we will see in chapter 3 about the 2006 Lebanon War) and
controversial content posted to social media. In different incidents that have gone viral80 online, the IDF has
gotten in trouble and received bad press internationally because soldiers uploaded a video of themselves
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dancing through the streets of Hebron which are closed off for Palestinian residents81, pictures of a female
Israeli soldier smiling in front of blindfolded Palestinians, giving some viewers associations of Abu Ghraib82,
and similar incidents where the army has reprimanded the offenders, but – due to the nature of viral
spreading of online content – has not been able to contain the various reactions (both positive and
negative) that followed.83

3.4.4 Fundamental public relation issues
As we have seen, the general topic of Israeli Hasbara is perceived differently depending on the sources we
use. When seeking to explain how this peculiar model of public diplomacy management in Israel has
reached its current state, we are therefore also in the risk of being biased ourselves. Nonetheless, I find Ron
Schleifer’s attempt to analyze the phenomenon and the underlying answers to be rather precise. Schleifer
basically argues that while many answers can be found in the fact that Israeli society is a victim of its own
openness, compared to its Arab neighbors, where values such as freedom of movement and freedom of
speech are highly regulated, there’s a more fundamental and historical approach to the matter, that needs
to be taken into account. He writes:
The onlooker cannot but wonder how a young country that managed to get hold of nuclear
weapons for its defense, build a reputable intelligence service, and build up an excellent
army, can look so helpless in the important strategic realm of image.84
Schleifer argues that from the very beginning of the Zionist movement gaining momentum and the initial
talks about the creation of an Israeli state (he actually believes the subject dates much further back to the
Jewish encounters with the Romans, but for now I wish to concentrate on more recent historical events),
there was a lack of general consensus within Jewish groups on how the new state would be characterized
and what course of action should be taken with its enemies. Schleifer believes that the chosen model, to
adopt an apologetic approach in regards to expelling people, some of whom had lived on the land for
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generations, had a moral backlash, which could easily, and did, strengthen Israel’s enemies in their
argumentation against the creation of the state.85
The most decisive failure though, according to Schleifer, was the question of target audiences. Almost all
Hasbara resources, he writes, were dedicated to non-Jews abroad, which resulted in a total negligence
towards the local Palestinians, who then completely took over the narrative as the suffering people
towards the rest of the world for many decades to come. Schleifer believes that not exposing the
Palestinian Authority for its internal struggles, lies, corruption, and hypocrisy, was a gigantic missed
opportunity and the single most important reason that Hasbara had failed up until 2003 at the time of his
writing. As he notes:
…In short, the Israeli Hasbara has remained entirely defensive, and aimed completely
towards the public opinion in faraway lands that were not involved in the conflict.86
Also writing on the topic of Hasbara and the challenges that Israel encounters in relation to it, a more
recent study of the subject came out in March 2013, where authors Margalit Toledano and David McKie
describe some of the more fundamental issues with the use of Hasbara in their book ‘Public Relations And
Nation Building - Influencing Israel’. Toledano’s and McKie’s argument is that Hasbara is essentially a
paternalistic approach to persuasive communication and that it rests on the assumption that the audience
is not familiar with the issues that are dealt with because of their lack of background knowledge.
Furthermore, the authors argue that the one-way communication style, which is often the tactic of choice
with Hasbara, is in fact counterproductive because of the avoidance of “real” dialogue and that the result is
a failed attempt to improve Israel’s international image.87
The topic of one-way communication and attempting to control and censor content within social media is
further elaborated upon in chapter 6.

4. A lesson learned
The 2006 Lebanon war as a game changer: How Israel failed and then changed its social media strategy,
which was already put to the test again in 2008 with Operation Cast Lead
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As mentioned in my brief historical walkthrough in chapter 1, it is widely assumed both internally in Israel,
and in the international society, that the 2006 Lebanon War had groundbreaking effects on Israeli society;
specifically within the government and the army. The war was regarded as a failure on several levels, both
politically and military, but also in terms of controlling the media, which had a direct impact on how the
Israeli state and military was perceived globally. Put simply, the IDF was not ready for the new media, what
could be achieved with it, and most importantly: how its uncontrollable nature made it a challenge when
relying on an outdated strategy, mostly suited for the traditional media. Simultaneously, the enemy had
already implemented new media as a very effective weapon in the ongoing “information war”, that ran
parallel to – and had great influence on – the fighting on the ground. The Lebanese militant group
Hezbollah was several steps ahead of the IDF at this point, as a 2009 US Army study concludes (excerpt):
…Although various militaries have sifted the resulting combat experience for lessons learned,
little attention has been devoted to Hezbollah’s exploitation of information as a kind of
“warfighting function,” with new media as the weapon of choice…88
In the same article, some of the confusing capabilities and roles of new media become evident with
reference to a Harvard study on the media aspects of the 2006 war, where veteran journalist Marvin Kalb is
quoted, noting that:
…To do their jobs, journalists employed both the camera and the computer, and, with the
help of portable satellite dishes and video phones “streamed” or broadcast their reports…, as
they covered the movement of troops and the rocketing of villages—often, unintentionally,
one assumes) revealing sensitive information to the enemy. Once upon a time, such
information was the stuff of military intelligence acquired with considerable effort and risk;
now it has become the stuff of everyday journalism. The camera and the computer have
become weapons of war…89

4.1 2006 Lebanon War & Media as a multiplier effect
As we will see in this chapter, the media had a decisive impact on the 2006 war. New media and social
media at the time of the fighting in 2006 had developed enormously and at an incredible pace, which
Hezbollah – in part due to the nature of the organizations’ armed wing (a guerilla warfare group, not bound
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by the same rules and restrictions as a state military) – understood and exploited, while the IDF was only
beginning to understand what new and social media was capable of.
Scholars talk about the media as having a multiplier effect. Basically this means that when applying a media
strategy to an armed conflict, the outcome of victories as well as defeats on the battlefield, can be
multiplied several times in the sense that if a single military incident is caught on camera for example, it has
the potential to reach millions of people only minutes later, thereby contributing to shaping a certain
agenda which has direct impact on people’s attitudes and sympathies in relation to the war and its
belligerents. An example of how Hezbollah managed to skillfully employ such tactics is when it set up rocket
launch sites next to civilian buildings during the war. When the Israeli air force bombed the sites, it would
according to the DF accidently hit and kill civilians, which Hezbollah would then shortly after convey to the
international community via modern communication tools such as its own satellite TV network and the
internet, thereby gaining sympathy and support from many long before the IDF had time to react and send
out its own message regarding the incident.90 This multiplying scheme had become increasingly important
with the new media revolution, which we shall see.
It is important to understand that traditional Israeli mass media is not necessarily historically directly
comparable to that of any other democratic country. For instance, there was only one TV channel in Israel
until 1986 and according to Amit M. Schejter, author of the book Muting Israeli Democracy, it was strictly
controlled by the government both in terms of being part of decision-making processes and also by
imposing the governments’ cultural agenda to broadcasters.91 This, Schejter claims, has been true for all
electronic media in Israel for many years, including regulating content on cable TV and radio. With regards
to the Palestinians, Schejter argues – with reference to the media law in Israel, which stipulates that
Palestinian Israelis’ right to express themselves collectively as a cultural minority is denied on the basis that
they are a linguistic minority – that the Palestinian Israelis are portrayed as “the enemy within” in Israel and
that freedom of speech is institutionally muted through the constraints and obligations imposed on
electronic media.92 I believe it is important to have this aspect in the back of the head when analyzing
media tendencies within Israel and the IDF further. Both in relation to the 2006 Lebanon War, but also in
general when looking at the broader topic of media in Israel, which undoubtedly affects how the IDF
operates its own media strategies.
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4.2 Hezbollah’s media superiority
In short, new technology had made things possible for both armies, news corporations, and civil citizens in
2006, which had been unimaginable a few years earlier. The new media meant that a new form of
transparency and widespread flow of information in war and military operations quickly became the norm.
Digital photography, videos, cellular networks, and the Internet were used by everyone: the press, Israeli
and Lebanese civilians, international bloggers, the IDF, and Hezbollah. And in this new scenario, Hezbollah
was one step ahead of the IDF. As Sarah E. Kreps notes in the article “The 2006 Lebanon War: Lessons
Learned”:
Hizballah’s strategy of using mosques and day care centers as weapons caches or hideouts
for leaders meant that targeting those facilities would lead to casualties that looked
egregious and disproportional when portrayed in the media. Hizballah’s savvy use of the
media acted as a multiplier effect for its asymmetric advantages. By showcasing the damage
in Lebanon and portraying the Israeli attacks against civilians as inhumane, Hizballah was
able to generate sympathy for its actions among the Lebanese domestic audience and also
internationally. Photographs and video images, sometimes even those that had been
manipulated for anti-Israeli effect, became a rallying cry for Hizballah individuals in the
region and beyond.93
In addition to these manipulative efforts undertaken by Hezbollah, aiding it in gaining individual backing on
a civilian level, the organization also had success in building support from otherwise critical neighboring
states. According to Kreps, the media efforts helped mute opposition from more moderate Saudi,
Jordanian, and Egyptian governments, which had initially been critical towards Hezbollah’s actions. And by
portraying the conflict as a “pan-Islamic fight” against Israel, Hezbollah was successful in gaining support
from both Shia Muslim Iranian and Sunni Muslim Syrian groups too, who – despite their religious
differences – agreed on the importance of Hezbollah’s fight against the mutual enemy: Israel. The support
from these countries was not limited to empty political speeches, but actually translated into a continuous
supply of weapons, fighters, and money, making Hezbollah capable of continuing its fighting against
Israel.94
Another Hezbollah tactic during the war was to maintain absolute control over where journalists went and
what they saw, thus deciding what stories reached the international “old” media, hereby effectively
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framing the right narratives on Hezbollah’s terms and dictating a certain agenda.95 A tactic that the IDF has
later adopted, according to my interview with an IDF Spokesman, who says that the IDF thinks very
carefully about where to bring journalists, depending on the specific situation. This method of seeking to
control what the mainstream media sees can be applied both proactively by bringing journalists to an area
you would like them to see, but also by limiting their access to areas you do not want them to see, as the
IDF spokesman describes:
…In peace time we often take them (journalists) to Sderot, also to show them the arsenal of
thousands of rockets kept in the police station in the city, that has been gathered during the
years. It has a very clear effect, when people see how many rockets we are actually talking
about…96
And:
…This is evident right now as we don't take journalists to the Golan heights or to the Southern
border towards Egypt. Mainly because those areas a dangerous, but also because those
areas are political hot potatoes right now. So we don't want anyone filming there or giving
statements there and collide with the foreign ministry somehow…97
Essentially, the above shows why controlling and manipulating the media, old and new, in a time of armed
struggle is not just limited to gaining vocal backing or moral support in an enclosed reality running parallel
to the “real” fighting on the ground. The “war on information” is real war, as it has direct influence on the
fighting on the ground if implemented in the right ways.
Another example of Hezbollah being a big step ahead of the IDF during the 2006 war, was the
organization’s alleged use of the Internet to pinpoint where its Katyusha rockets landed inside Israel.
According to Rafal Rohozinski, writing on the topic of leveraging new media from a military perspective,
reports following the 2006 war mentioned that Hezbollah made use of a combination of near-real-time
Internet press accounts and Google Earth98 as a form of open-source intelligence to determine where the
organizations’ rockets point of impact had been. While admitting that there is no direct evidence Hezbollah
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actually used this information to improve their accuracy, Rohozinski takes note in the fact that this new
media capability could have been used as a strategic measure in the fighting and that it was likely to have
happened.99 Other examples of using the internet as a form of ‘live intelligence source’ is described in
Kalb’s and Saivetz’ article The Israeli-Hezbollah War of 2006: The Media as a Weapon in Asymmetrical
Conflict, where it is considered plausible that the UNIFIL (United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon)
stationed on the Israeli-Lebanese border helped Hezbollah keeping track of IDF troop’s movements by
writing about it with almost no delay for anyone to see on their website.100

4.3 Al Manar
Another important part of Hezbollah’s efficient media strategy lies in its own satellite television station
(and now multi-platform news and propaganda network), Al Manar. The station had the capacity to reach
some 200 million viewers in the region at the time of the Second Lebanon War101, and was employed in
order to show footage from the battlefield almost instantly after Hezbollah had managed to hit Israeli
military targets, as well as to show the alleged targeting of Lebanese civilians by the IDF.
Historically, Al Manar has played a crucial role for Hezbollah since the beginning of the 1990’s and it is
difficult to separate the TV station from Hezbollah itself, as Andrew Exum notes in his article “Illegal Attack
or Legitimate Target? Al Manar, International Law, and the Israeli War in Lebanon”:
…In fact, trying to separate the journalists at Al Manar from the armed wing of Hizbullah is
difficult if not impossible. Starting in 1991, Hizbullah began actively and cannily using Al
Manar and its journalists in its war against the Israeli army occupying southern Lebanon.
Often displaying a high degree of physical bravery, Al Manar cameramen accompanied
Hizbullah fighters into combat actions with Israeli forces and then rushed back to Beirut to
broadcast the footage. For Israelis, the novel sight of its soldiers fighting and dying had a
profound psychological effect on civilian support for the war. As one Hizbullah official put it:
“On the field, we hit one Israeli soldier. But a tape of him crying for help affects
thousands of Israelis … we realized the impact of our amateur work on the
morale of the Israelis.”
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One UN official in South Lebanon went further, saying, 75 percent of Hizbullah’s war was the
videotapes.102
An example of Al Manar’s methods and efficiency during the 2006 war, took place when the TV station
aired Hezbollah’s secretary general Hassan Nasrallah announcing an upcoming strike on an Israeli naval
destroyer, whereupon viewers, minutes later, could see the ship being hit by missiles. The chronology of
that event was almost certainly reversed (Nasrallah probably made the statement after the ship had been
hit), but since the Israeli response to that footage did not come out until after 24 hours had passed, it did
not make a difference, as the video had already reached traditional international media and YouTube,
providing the public with Hezbollah’s narrative.103

4.4 The IDF’s media inadequacies
The Israeli Army was not ready for its enemy’s media tactics in the 2006 war. The IDF had trouble
countering both the stream of information coming from Hezbollah and its supporters, but also to control its
own soldiers’ messages to mainstream as well as new media.
In my interview with IDF Spokesman Therkil Petersen about this subject, he talks about the inadequacies of
the IDF during the conflict:
…Everyone could write whatever they wanted [online] and it wasn't controlled from any
particular one place or limited to radio, TV, or newspapers. Everyone could get their
messages out. And that was extremely difficult to comprehend for us at that time. There
could be a random guy in Lebanon who comes out with messages. Do we relate to it or not?
There could be a Hezbollah message coming out from a non-official spokesperson for the
organization. Do we have a response or an opinion about it? There were so many
questions...104
Petersen, himself a combat soldier stationed in Lebanon during the war, also elaborates on some of the
more fundamental flaws in the military aspect of the war, which influenced the media efforts and caused
image problems directly:
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…We define it very clearly: we won the Lebanon war, even though Hezbollah says something
else. We could have easily went full throttle and destroyed the entire Southern Lebanon if
that's what we wanted. It would have been the easiest thing in the world to do. I was fighting
in Lebanon myself in that conflict and there were definitely made some poor decisions that
resulted in a low morale amongst us. We were in a village for example, and had cleared it
after fighting Hezbollah. We are then ordered to pull out of the village. After 12-18 hours we
are ordered to go clear out the same village one more time, when Hezbollah had returned in
the meantime. Instead of just staying there and remain in control of it. Those kinds of stories
also made it to the media back then and there really wasn't any filter in who was saying
what, different officers in the field giving contradictory statements and our spokeswoman
was more interested in her sudden fame than to actually control the media effort.105
Petersen’s assessments are backed up by a myriad of academic sources about this issue. As evident
throughout this thesis, there is a general consensus that the media strategy of the IDF at the time of the
2006 was ineffective or, at times, simply nonexistent. It is furthermore clear, that these inadequacies
stemmed from the combination of an overall lack of political and military strategy together with the
conjunction of the new media revolution, which the IDF was completely unprepared for.
But Petersen also notes a secondary aspect of the IDF’s incapability to respond, which has to do with the
obligations of the army being different from that of its enemy:
…They [Hezbollah, Hamas, and other Gaza militants] clearly play by a different set of rules.
We have very, very strict guidelines that everything we put online has to be 100% true, simply
because if we were busted for lying, our reputation would be destroyed instantly, whereas
they don't have the same guidelines to follow, meaning that they go by their own rules which
are very overstepping and violating... Because these groups are located in the countries

surrounding us (Israel), or in Gaza, they can do whatever they want. In that way, they
have a completely different set of rules to play by and they are very good at blaming
Jews for everything… Often their messages are not precise, not correct and
sometimes it's even lies that come out. It has been very difficult earlier on for the IDF
to counter this, not having an organization who are prepared to have a response
ready for some of those claims. We have that today…
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(As a curious side note to this, a very recent incident underscoring the delicateness of this topic happened
in August 2013 when the IDF in its attempt to tone down the scale of the humanitarian crisis in the Gaza
Strip, posted a picture on its blog of a luxurious shopping center, which was presumably supposed to be
located in Gaza City, but turned out to be located somewhere in Malaysia. After Israeli newspapers picked
up on the story, the army apologized and removed the picture, saying it was an “honest mistake”.106)
Petersen further claims that:
… Their [Hezbollah, Hamas, and other Gaza militants] intention is to create a very one-sided
image of things to say: "this is how it is." They don't care about people forgetting it 10
minutes later as long as they get it out there. Maybe it will stick with some people. And it's
maybe only 10% of the viewers of that image who actually see our correction to it.107
Apart from the obvious problem to just automatically label Hamas’ and Hezbollah’s media messages as
lying or propaganda per se, the nature of the differences in the two organizations’ way of fighting
compared to that of the IDF is an underlying factor here, which is transferred to the way these players act
in the media discourse: Asymmetrical warfare. Asymmetrical warfare and the question of proportionality
has since 1973 been the dominant style of armed conflict between Israel and its enemies, who since the
1973 war, in which states engaged each other in conventional war, has been operating from outside Israel’s
borders, often among civilians, and carrying out raids, bombings, and terror attacks. This type of fighting
no longer consist of two states going to war with each other, but a state (Israel) fighting a non-state
militant, often secretive and religiously fundamentalist sect or faction (in this case Hezbollah). The nature
of such conflict also affects media strategies and propaganda efforts are transferred to the battlefield of
media, playing by a different set of rules, as Petersen talks about in the case of Hezbollah, who’s strategy
initially had a numbing effect on the IDF in its efforts – much like its military efforts – simply because it was
unable to adapt similar strategies as those of its enemies and did not know how to respond.108
It is important to note however, that Israel’s media headache during the 2006 war did not spring solely
from the difficulties of finding a suitable response for Hezbollah’s skillful propaganda or the lack of
understanding of new media. As a US military study finds, the reasons for many of Israel’s shortcomings,
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both politically, military and media wise during the conflict, is to be found in underlying societal structures
in Israel and a pretty straightforward chain of events, that the Israelis did not foresaw.
Because the telecommunications infrastructure in Israel made it possible, it was the norm for IDF soldiers at
the time of the outbreak of the conflict to carry their personal cell phones with them when on duty. The
soldiers were used to being “plugged in” in their deployment areas (Israeli mainland, but also the occupied
Palestinian Territories and parts of Southern Lebanon). This meant that despite the fact that the phones
were supposed to be collected by an officer before entering the battlefield, many soldiers brought their
phones with them to battle and, when possible, used them to make calls, SMS, and photography.109
According to the study, this meant that some IDF soldiers revealed positions or other secret operational
information (e.g. locations, what they were doing, plans etc.) when calling or texting home, and that some
of this information reached the media and public websites. Additionally, the IDF found sophisticated
intelligence equipment in Southern Lebanon used by Hezbollah to tap into Israeli cellular lines, making the
organization capable of revealing operational details, possibly also breaking into the IDF’s tactical
telecommunication net.110 According to the study, evidence shows that Hezbollah used this information to
announce precise IDF casualties before the IDF did so itself, thereby creating a “credibility gap” for the
Israelis. Throughout the war, Hezbollah’s media sources were consistently able to report IDF casualties in
both numbers and location before IDF sources itself. Because Al Manar was picked up by some Israeli news
sources, this information reached the Israeli public, creating a negative impression of Israeli civilians’
perception of the administration. The IDF looked slow and paralyzed.111
Furthermore, soldiers also blogged. And as a growing dissatisfaction began to spread among the soldiers
because of poor leadership, lack of supplies, ammunition, and food, these complaints were also beginning
to show up in the blogs – some of which also reached mainstream media, thereby adding to the growing
dissatisfaction among the Israeli public towards the war.112
As we have seen, Israel became painfully aware of its inadequate media strategy and Hezbollah’s
superiority at a relatively early stage of the war, but it was only after the fighting had stopped, that the
government and the IDF were able to analyze what went wrong. In an article in the Jerusalem Post
published about half a year after the war had ended, the annual Bar-Ilan Media Conference at the Ariel
University in the West Bank is mentioned hosting several speakers, who expressed their opinions on the
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Israeli media strategic shortcomings during the war. Raanan Gissin, former spokesman of the Prime
Minister's Office under Ariel Sharon, said: “It was like sending the cavalry out to fight the machine guns in
World War I”, and New York Times journalist Steven Erlanger noted that:
…The war was judged on the death toll…The level of destruction in Lebanon as the result of
the IDF airstrikes was much larger than the impact of the Hizbullah launched rockets into
northern Israel. This was a big issue outside of Israel; it is not an issue that the Israeli press
dealt with. Nor was it one that was comprehensible to the majority of Israelis. Israelis were
aghast to think that the world was viewing the war through that lens... Since the war started
with an attack on Israel, they felt it was "inconceivable" to consider the issue of
disproportionate losses… If anything, I would fault the Israeli press for not giving you, the
readers, a sufficient picture of what was happening on the other side.113
According to the same article, referencing the conference, Israeli TV Channel 10 news director Gilad Adin
said that Israeli viewers complained when he broadcast scenes of destruction from Lebanon, saying it was
‘unpatriotic.’ According to Gissin, these exact images both on TV and online were the main reasons why the
international public opinion shifted against Israel during the war, “…because the government failed to
provide a compelling tool to combat it.”114
Raanan Gissin also noted that despite the 30 percent talking time that was given to Israeli officials on CNN’s
total of 4000 minutes of coverage of the war (with only a total of 30 minutes given to Arab spokespersons),
the images of destruction in Lebanon easily trumped it. "A spokesman cannot compete with the pictures,"
Gissin noted. Similarly, he and the Israeli administration believed the New York Times coverage of the war
was balanced, but that the images of the destructions in Lebanon overruled the written articles: “The
words supported Israel but the photographs were against it because they focused overwhelmingly on
Lebanon.”115
Gissin, elaborating on his views concerning the 2006 Lebanon War, the withdrawal from Gaza, and
thoughts of future conflicts that Israel would come to be engaged in, predicts reality rather precisely. From
the article:
…According to Gissin, terrorism is globalized and so is the media "This is a global theater in
which you can win the hearts and minds of people," Gissin said. But he warned that it can
113
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only happen if Israel looks at the media as the second front in any war. "You have to deal
with the media with the same seriousness that you deal with other theaters of war," said
Gissin. In last summer's war, he said, Israel failed to understand that. In the aftermath of the
withdrawal from Gaza and in light of the fact that Israel was attacked on two internationally
recognized borders, the international community thought of Israel as the victim. But Israel, he
said, "wasted that good will." Part of the problem, he said, was that "the war started as a
spin." It was not supposed to be war, said Gissin. It was originally intended to be a quick
military operation that would leave Israel basking in the glory of victory, he explained. When
quick victory was not achieved and Israel found itself fighting a war, it failed to adopt a
"winning spirit." He added: "What started with a spin, ended without a win." What was
needed was some of the spirit exhibited in the famous photograph of a wounded soldier who
held up his two fingers to make the letter "V" for victory.116
Eventually, the lacking behind on new media changed when the IDF took its own course of action on
especially social media and instead of constantly being on the defense, reacting to content coming out from
the enemy, it started to develop its own strategy, as Therkil Petersen notes in my interview with him:
…Today I don't think that's the case any longer. But when the unit was established or

expanded, it was definitely to create a response and a counter message to what
happened online - where we simply hadn't been present. We had to face that in order
to establish some kind of counter strategy. But today it's not like we have a pingpong
going with them (Hamas, Hezbollah)...117
It probably does not come as a surprise that the IDF views its enemies’ media messages as problematic and
that the content is often labelled as propaganda or lying. But this aspect shows an important shift in the
IDF’s approach to social media: instead of combatting what it sees as misinformation about Israel and the
Israeli army, and thereby constantly being one step behind, the IDF realized during and after the 2006
Lebanon war, that it needed to adopt its own social media strategy in order to push its own agenda
forward.

116

Jpost.com – Photos of despair trump sound bites, Available: http://www.jpost.com/Israel/Photos-of-despair-trumpsound-bites [2006, 14-11-2006]
117
Interview with IDF Spokesman Therkil Petersen, August 2013, Appendix 1, p. 2.

52

War on Twitter – Laust Kruse 2013

Middle East Studies, University of Southern Denmark

4.5 The Winograd Commission
This realization came, in part, in 2007-2008 after an Israeli commission of inquiry had taken place in the
aftermath of the war (Israeli scholars had called for a change within Israel’s public diplomacy efforts before
that).118 The commission was led by a former judge, Eliyahu Winograd, and the message in the report was
very clear: Israeli leaders in both the military and political spheres had failed gravely and the lack of a clear
goal with the war resulted in bad communication and overall poor decision making on many levels. The IDF
Spokesperson unit was no different.

What is the IDF Spokesperson’s unit?
The IDF Spokesperson’s unit dates back to 1948. The unit
is a brigade within the Operations branch of the IDF. It is
responsible for media and public relations (hereunder
social media) in Israel and the rest of the world.
Source: http://www.idfblog.com/about-the-idf/idf-spokespersons-unit/

In the report, the commission criticized the loose handling of information and intelligence within the
spokesperson unit as well as the relationship to the press. As the English summary of the preliminary report
states:
…We regard it is of great importance to make findings, reach conclusions and present
recommendations on the other critical issues which emerged in this war. We will cover them
in the final report, which we strive to conclude soon. These subjects include, among others,
the direction of the war was led and its management by the political echelon; the conduct of
the military campaign by the army; the civil-military relationship in the war; taking care of
Israel’s civilian population under missile attack; the diplomatic negotiations by the Prime
Minister’s office and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs; censorship, the media and secrecy; the
effectiveness of Israel’s media campaign; and the discussion of various social and political
processes which are essential for a comprehensive analysis of the events of the war and their
significance.119
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The advice from the commission was just as clear: a coordinated and controlled media strategy was
necessary to avoid a similar disaster in the future. Both the academic literature, as we saw in the previous
chapter, and my interview with IDF Spokesperson Therkil Petersen back up the notion that the IDF’s media
strategy was not suited for the challenges it met during the 2006 war. As Petersen notes in the interview:
…Not much was under control. It was chaotic. Our commander was giving interviews to the
media under an olive tree somewhere up north instead of being at his post. Telling the press
that everything was idyllic and nothing was happening.120

4.5.1 The creation of a “special spin body”
As mentioned previously in this paper, one of the direct consequences of the media strategic failures of the
war – and the subsequent advice from the Winograd Commission, was the creation of the National
Information Directorate (NID). The directorate had been up and running some months prior to the
beginning of Operation Cast Lead in December 2008121 and it was to operate across ministries and all major
messages reaching the media (old and new) were decided by it. From an Israeli government position, the
primary goal was to avoid another Lebanon media-scandal and to get the communication strategies
internally as well as externally coordinated and unified. But it also had secondary purposes, which brings us
back to the subject of Hasbara, as Caldwell, Murphy, and Menning note in their article:
…According to a press release from the Israeli Prime Minister’s office, The information
directorate will not replace the activity of any Government information body. Its role will be
to direct and coordinate in the information sphere so that the relevant bodies present a
unified, clear, and consistent message and so that the various government spokespersons
speak with a single voice. The directorate will initiate information campaigns and programs,
host events, etc…
And:
…To learn from the Second Lebanon War, the Israelis created a special study group, the
Winograd Commission. The recommendation that followed was to organize an information
and propaganda unit to coordinate public relations across a wide spectrum of activities,
including traditional media, new media, and diplomacy. The function of the resulting body,
the National Information Directorate, was to deal with hasbara, or “explanation.” One news
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source held that, “The hasbara directive also liaises over core messages with bodies such as
friendship leagues, Jewish communities, bloggers and backers using online networks.122
In a 2009 article, during Operation Cast Lead, the British newspaper The Guardian also mentions the new
directorate (calling it a “special spin body”) and its functions, quoting several different Israeli government
officials. Among them, the directorate's chief, Yarden Vatikai, is quoted saying that:
The hasbara apparatus needed a body that would co-ordinate its agencies, coordinate the
messages and become a platform for co-operation between all the agencies that deal with
communication relations and public diplomacy.123
According to the same article, there was wide consensus among numerous other Israeli government
officials, and leaders in the IDF, that the new directorate was a success – especially when focusing on the
media efforts related to Cast Lead. The important challenge of gaining what was referred to as “broad
international support” had successfully been met and the new PR strategy was the main reason for that. By
relying on and repeating core messages during the conflict, such as Hamas being responsible for breaking
cease-fire agreements with Israel, or that Israeli’s sole objective is to defend its own population, the newly
created directorate was quickly put to the test, and believed to be an overall “game changer” media-wise
for the IDF and Israel as such. As major Avital Leibovich, currently chief of the IDF Spokesperson unit and
the social media branch, puts it when talking about getting more “airtime” than their Palestinian
counterparts in the traditional media during Cast Lead:
Quite a few outlets are very favourable to Israel, namely by showing [it] suffering ... I am sure
it is a result of the new co-ordination.124
Anshel Pfeffer, previously quoted in the Hasbara chapter of this paper, links the implementation of the NID
directly to the outbreak of Cast Lead, saying that the military aspect of the conflict had been meticulously
planned along with PR strategy makers specifically targeting the media during the conflict. According to
Pfeffer, one of the officials whose job it was to present the new media strategy, Avi Pazner, said that:
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Whenever Israel is bombing, it is hard to explain our position to the world… But at least this
time everything was ready and in place.125
During Cast Lead, journalist would also receive briefings at a NID created press center in Sderot, as IDF
Spokesperson Therkil Petersen told me in my interview with him (p. 27 TJEK KORREKT SIDETAL) so they
“would spend as much time as possible in the main civilian area affected by Hamas rockets.” Furthermore,
the NID hired additional spokespersons to handle the hundreds of daily interviews with international
journalists in many different languages.126 Something that the government critical newspaper Haaretz’s
journalist Aluf Benn took notice of:
We get briefings, but they’re more like talking points.127

4.5.2 Social media makes its entrance in the IDF
The creation of the new directorate is also important because it also marks the beginning of a coordinated
effort by the IDF to implement social (or new) media in its overall communication strategy. The first sign of
this came during Cast Lead, when the IDF created its own YouTube channel just 2 days after the operation
had been initiated128, sending out videos of Israeli precision bombings in the Gaza Strip as well as
documenting Hamas’ attempt to hide weapons close to civilian areas. The videos, according to Caldwell et
al., quickly became a sensation around the world and a month after its release, the channel was the second
most subscribed and ninth most watched on YouTube, garnering more than 6.5 million views (at the time of
this writing, the amount of views is 37.5 million). According to The Guardian, Leibovich said prior to the
launch of the YouTube channel, that:
New media is a new war zone within the media - we are planning to be relevant there.129
Operation Cast Lead had significant implications for the IDF and its way of handling media and especially
social media, which I will focus on in the following section.
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4.6 Cast Lead
From a media and communication perspective, Operation Cast Lead, or the ‘Gaza War’, of late 2008 to
early 2009, is very interesting. The IDF had learned from the failures of Lebanon in 2006 and the results had
far reaching implications on how “online warfare” would be approached in Israel, as well as in other
countries, from then on.130
As noted in the brief historical walkthrough in the beginning of this paper, the armed conflict of Cast Lead
itself lasted for a little more than three weeks from December 27, 2008 to January 18, 2009. Officially in
order to stop the rocket attacks from the Gaza Strip into Southern Israel, the IDF mobilized an aerial- and
ground attack into the Hamas controlled territory (Hamas was backed by smaller military factions such as
Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, Palestinian Islamic Jihad, al-Aqsa Martyrs, Quds Brigades, and
others), causing devastating damage especially to the densely populated cities of Gaza City, Khan Yunis and
Rafah. The conflict ended with a ceasefire on January 18 2009 and left 13 (of whom 3 civilian) Israelis and
between 1200 and 1400 (of whom 300-900 – depending on sources – civilian) Palestinians dead (SOURCE).

4.6.1 Online Warfare and Public Diplomacy
As we have seen previously in this chapter, the period leading up to Cast Lead had seen far reaching
changes in the Israeli army’s media approach. The creation of the National Information Directorate in order
to avoid another Lebanon scandal had a clear effect on the media strategy during Cast Lead. As it is noted
in the June 2009 article “Learning to Leverage New Media – The Israeli Defense Forces in Recent Conflicts”,
the media landscape had changed completely since 2006 and this time the IDF was prepared, partially
because it simply needed to be:
…The struggle for public opinion retained central importance, but the sheer pervasiveness of
new media recast the terms and content of the struggle. There were at least two
implications. The first was that “the military has a commensurately more complex task in
winning the information war.” The second was that there remains little choice but to engage
in new media as part of the larger media explosion. Failure to do so would leave a vacuum –
the advisary’s version of reality would be become the dominant perception…131
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And in another article by Rebecca Stein, writing for the Middle East Research Center and Information
Project, it is similarly noted that:
In the IDF’s assessment, Operation Cast Lead had proven the need -- indeed, the imperative -for the military to become a skilled and fluent operator within the digital domain. The office
of the army spokesperson, where social media work was initially housed, deemed these tools
particularly essential during episodes of military confrontation.132
These article highlights an important point that the IDF had understood and come to terms with, as
opposed to its involvement in the 2006 Lebanon war, namely that new media is ever present and that you
are “forced” to deal with it, since it has the capacity of being almost omnipresent. Its magnitude is almost
inescapable and the quicker you are to adopt it and master it, the better your chances are at getting your
message out there – and maybe equally important: the better you can combat (mis-)information from your
enemy or groups/individuals who push for an opposite or contradictory narrative contesting your own.
The strategy employed by the IDF during Cast Lead and in future conflict, where social media played a
crucial role, was to build up support in times of peace, and to benefit from it at times of conflict. As an IDF
spokesman puts it:
We gather Twitter followers in times of peace, so that they are ready to disseminate our
message when we are at war.133

4.6.2 YouTube as an operational tool
One way of dealing with the misinformation issue by its enemies, was to employ combat videographers
within IDF units during Cast Lead to provide what the army calls “operational verification.” An example of
this tactic is evident in a YouTube video uploaded by the IDF during the fighting in Gaza (one among many),
titled “Weapons horde in Gazan mosque.” The video, filmed by an Israeli soldier, shows ammunitions,
weapons, and rocket parts laying around in a bombed out mosque after Hamas presumably had fled the
scene. The footage is accompanied by an IDF soldier explaining what is being filmed.134
In an article in technology magazine Wired, the video – and this new operational tactic by the IDF in general
– is portrayed as a means to justify the bombings of schools, hospitals, and mosques by the IDF. Targets
that would normally be considered off limits, due to their civilian nature. The videos are further described
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as being a unique tool for the IDF to present the conflict from its own point of view, while at the same time
limiting the access to the conflict for journalists and traditional media.
In the article, the IDF is quoted saying it has no choice and that it is simply adapting to Hamas’ new tactics.
As major general Yiftah Ron-Tal says:
We didn’t change; the enemy did… It’s an integral part of the unit; just like snipers,
communications officers and other specialists. His mission is to validate our actions in the
context of the enemy threat… Video cameras and other documentation gear is becoming part
and parcel of the equipment militaries will need to provide for forces combating Hamas-type
enemies.135
The video recordings serve two purposes: According to the Wired article, the IDF Spokesperson unit had
eight active-duty teams specially trained in documenting ongoing operations belonging to the intelligence
corps during Cast Lead. Several other similar teams were deployed for purposes of influencing domestic
and international public opinion. An unnamed IDF officer is quoted saying that:
Our aim is to document the story in real time while we still have a chance to influence public
opinion. We show how the other side is making cynical use of its civilians by storing weaponry
in mosques, booby trapping the homes of its own people and using schools and hospitals as
command centers.136
Israeli newspaper Haaretz, as well as other sources – as we will see – backs up the notion that traditional
media had very limited access to information about Cast Lead and what happened inside the Gaza Strip
during the conflict.
Haaretz problematizes the issue, saying that it forced journalists to get facts about, for example, civilian
casualties, by trying to piece together stories based on accounts by both sides (IDF and Hamas). The official
numbers of civilian deaths during Cast Lead on the Palestinian side came from the Palestinian Health
Ministry in Gaza, which is controlled by Hamas and therefore must be taken with a grain of salt (Hamas, at
one point, said that all people killed in Gaza during the operation were civilians).137 Similarly, the numbers
coming from the IDF should be used with caution, since it seeks to minimize the civilian casualties.
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4.6.3 Politics and social media
The realization of the importance of online communication to the outside world during Cast Lead also
resulted in a completely different approach from the IDF, when comparing to the Lebanon war two and a
half year prior, both politically and militarily. In the build-up to the Lebanon campaign, Ehud Olmert’s
government had been extremely harsh in its rhetoric, stating that:
My government is determined to continue doing whatever is necessary in order to achieve
our goals. Nothing will deter us, whatever far-reaching ramifications regarding our relations
on the northern border and in the region there may be.138
Olmert had also talked about “destroying” Hezbollah.139
In contrast, the Israeli administration was far less aggressive in its aims when the talk fell on Cast Lead.
There was no definite timeline on the operation and no statements about the destruction of Hamas. The
former head of IDF’s ground forces, Emanuel Sakal, said that:
Nobody declared that there will never be any rockets anymore, and nobody said that in five,
six, or seven days we will destroy Hamas. They [the politicians] have learned a lot from
Lebanon in 2006.140
Caldwell, Murphy, and Menning believe this was a deliberate strategy closely tied to the fact that the Israeli
leadership knew that time was of the essence during Cast Lead. Referring to past UN Security Council
Resolutions, passed almost immediately following the outbreak of every Israeli-Palestinian armed conflict
since 1948, the authors argue that the social media strategy was part of an Israeli plan to buy time enough
to be able to continue the bombing of Gaza for as long as possible and “finish the job”. The logic behind
this, according to the authors, is that the longer the incursion might be framed in a positive or neutral light,
the longer the IDF would be able to continue its bombings without concern for the opinion of the
international society.141 As predicted, UNSC resolution 1860 was passed on January 8th 2009 – almost two
weeks after the bombing began – calling for an immediate cease-fire.142
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This take on events, as curious as it may sound, is supported by the fact that Tzipi Livni, Israeli foreign
minister at the time, on January 4th 2009, told the Cabinet that:
Intensive diplomatic activity in recent days is aimed at deflecting the pressure for a cease-fire
to allow enough time for the operation to achieve its goals.143
The Cabinet had already in early December 2008 authorized the foreign ministry to launch an international
Hasbara campaign towards foreign leaders, including briefings to diplomats, phone calls, and meetings with
leaders from around the world to get support for a military offensive into Gaza. Tzipi Livni was in direct
contact with both UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon, US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and foreign
ministers of Britain, France, Germany, and Russia as well as ordering lobbyists in other international capitals
to seek to gain support for Israel’s course of action.144
But this “intensive diplomatic activity”, was very much evident on social media too. Both the Israeli
government, the IDF, and private organizations (as well as Hamas and civilian groups on “the other side” for
that matter) used the new possibilities that the internet provided to seek to strengthen their cause with
online warfare.
The Christian Science Monitor, for example, summarized the online fighting during the Gaza conflict this
way:
The online war over Gaza was relentless. Hackers on both sides worked to deface websites
with one attack successfully redirecting traffic from several high-profile Israeli websites to a
page featuring anti-Israel messages. Facebook groups supporting the opposing sides were
quickly created and soon had hundreds of thousands of members.145
And while Avital Leibovich later admitted that the before mentioned YouTube channel of the IDF was a
brainchild of a couple of soldiers, the argument that the Israeli army had prepared for months for Cast Lead
both military, but certainly also media wise, is substantiated further if we look at additional sources:
According to Michelle K. Esposito’s quarterly update on conflict and diplomacy in Journal of Palestine
Studies from April 2009, the IDF had already banned foreign journalists from Gaza months before the
incursion, which reportedly was later admitted by the Israeli Defense Ministry, defending the ban on
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journalists because their coverage “overplayed Palestinian suffering”.146 We get the same picture from
Caldwell, Murphy and Menning, who note that:
In the midst of the electronic war for public opinion, traditional media were denied access to
the battlefield. The Israeli Defense Forces began limiting access to the potential battlefield
several months before combat operations actually commenced in an effort to control the
flow of information.147
Realizing that making the traditional media disappear entirely and avoiding critical questions from
journalists would not be possible for the IDF, influential private organizations such as Anti-Defamation
(ADL) League, closely tied to the Israeli government, distributed a list of talking points to be used online in
Israel’s defense during and after Cast Lead. Here are a couple of examples from the list (excerpts):


Israel’s military action in Gaza is in response to the nearly constant barrage of rockets and
missiles launched by Hamas and other terrorist organizations in Gaza. Israel is fulfilling its duty
and responsibility to protect the people of Israel who have been terrorized by the ongoing
assault by Hamas.



No sovereign government in the world would stand by and allow its citizens to be under steady
and heavy attack. In light of the unceasing attacks, Israel had no choice but to act against
Hamas and eliminate its operational capabilities.



Israel is taking maximum precautions to avoid harming civilians in Gaza. The targets chosen by
the Israel Air Force are Hamas operational centers, most of which have been deliberately
located in densely populated areas. The targets include Hamas command centers, training
camps, rocket manufacturing facilities, storage ware- houses and tunnels used to smuggle
arms. According to the Israel Defense Forces spokesman, and confirmed in numerous media
reports, “the vast majority of the casualties are terror operatives; most of whom were wearing
uniform and working on behalf of terror organizations.”



Hamas bears sole responsibility for the situation in the Gaza Strip. It has refused to comply with
international demands to recognize Israel’s right to exist and cease terrorist operations. It
continues to launch scores of rocket attacks each day at Israeli population centers. It cynically
and deliberately puts ordinary Palestinians in harm’s way by establishing its terrorist
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infrastructure—manufacturing, storage, training and strategic planning—within densely
populated areas, in the midst of homes, schools, mosques, and hospitals.148
As it is evident from these examples, we get a clear idea of the purpose with such talking points: the
responsibility for the conflict is said to lie entirely with the enemy, Israel is seemingly only fighting in selfdefense, civilian losses are regrettable, but ultimately Hamas’ responsibility, etc. Without going further into
the details of Cast Lead and who’s at fault for the outbreak of violence, I believe it is safe to say that this is
an extremely subjective version of what happened during the conflict. And even though these talking points
come from a non-governmental organization, we should make no mistake in thinking that ADL as well as
other advocacy and lobby groups such as The Jewish Internet Defense Forces (www.theJIDF.org), Stand
With Us (www.standwithus.com), Give Israel Your United Support (www.GIYUS.org), and The Israel Project
(www.TheIsraelProject.org) are working autonomously and independently. As we saw in chapter 2, both
the army and numerous ministries within the Israeli government have a history of hiring and working
closely together with influential bloggers and groups online to promote its messages online.
Limiting and influencing traditional media and often replacing it with social media certainly played an
important part in the IDF’s strategy during Cast Lead. As opposed to the 2006 Lebanon war, the army was
able not only to control what content reached the public (at least to a much larger extend), but also to
avoid traditional media and critical journalists airing their versions of what went on in Gaza. While some Al
Jazeera journalists stationed in Gaza reported from the war and while Hamas and the general population of
Gaza tweeted, blogged, and sent out their own accounts of what happened, when access to the internet
and cellular networks were not being shut down or jammed by the IDF149, thereby challenging the IDF’s
narrative, the overall strategy from an Israeli perspective to tightly control what the world saw and soften
the image of the war towards the international community, in order to buy enough time to fulfill its goals in
the Gaza Strip, worked as intended. The IDF regarded its media undertakings during Cast Lead as a success
and, from an objective media-strategic point of view, one might argue they were right. On the other hand,
many critics highlight the issue of shutting down traditional media while attempting to create a one-sided
agenda on social media as being problematic, but at the same time providing a transparent view into the
IDF’s “real” strategy. The question that arises from this is that of target audiences: If the IDF reaches
millions of young people on social media with their messages, while at the same time being criticized for its
strategies by the academics world, it makes sense to ignore the critics.
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5. Case study: Mavi Marmara
In 2010, after attempts within IDF to improve its social media efforts with Cast Lead being rather
successful, the online media strategy failed when a Turkish aid ship tried to reach the shores of the Gaza
Strip
As we have seen with the 2006 Lebanon War, Operation Cast Lead in 2008-2009, and Operation Pillar of
Defense in 2012 (described in the following chapter) the IDF’s efforts in new and social media has
undergone a tremendous development. There is no doubt that the overall learning curve for the army has
been steep in a relatively short period of time and that it has become very effective in mastering this new
media.
But there has also been bumps on the road in order for the IDF to get there. One of those bumps happened
in May 2010, when a group of Turkish ships loaded with international activists and aid headed for the coast
of the Gaza Strip to break the Israeli blockade, but was stopped by the Israeli navy. One of the ships, the
Mavi Marmara, resisted the boarding by the Israelis and the ensuing fighting between commandos and
activists left several activists dead. The following “YouTube war”, where both sides sought to justify their
own actions and condemn the other's – ultimately fighting for the world’s sympathy, provides a very
interesting glimpse into the use of how social media within the IDF can work both to its advantage, but also
turn out catastrophically. As Israeli journalist Amir Mizroch said about the incident:
For a country so technologically advanced, and with such acute public diplomacy challenges,
to fail so miserably at preparing a communications offensive over new media is a failure of
strategic proportions.150
On 30 May 2010 the Turkish Mavi Marmara and five other ships, together making up the ‘Gaza Freedom
Flotilla’, took off from the coast of Cyprus with the stated goal of reaching the blockaded shores of the Gaza
Strip with 10.000 tons of humanitarian aid and construction materials, which would effectively break the
siege. The intended goal of the flotilla was – at least for the activists on Mavi Marmara - of course (also
bearing in mind the somewhat strained diplomatic relationship between Turkey and Israel), to cause a stir
in relation to the politically hot potato that is Gaza.
The five other ships obeyed the Israeli navy and was guided to the port of Ashdod for inspection, from
where the activists were later deported from Israel, while the crew and activists on the Mavi Marmara
refused to stop and continued towards its destination in Gaza. This prompted the Israeli navy to board the
150

Merip.org - Another War Zone, Available: http://www.merip.org/mero/interventions/another-war-zone [2010, 102010]

64

War on Twitter – Laust Kruse 2013

Middle East Studies, University of Southern Denmark

ship on 31 May late at night. The boarding happened from speed boats and helicopters, putting Israeli
commandos on the deck of the vessel and the highly tensioned situation quickly escalated to fighting
between commandos and activists. During the struggle, 9 activists were killed – all from gun shots, some of
them from point blank range and some shot from behind – and many others were wounded. Ten of the
Israeli commandos were also wounded.151
The raid quickly reached media all over the world and sparked protests and condemnations of the killings.
Turkey immediately pulled out its ambassador from Israel and the already tense diplomatic relationship
between the two countries quickly worsened. The Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu flew home
from the United States, where a meeting with President Barack Obama was cancelled, to do damage
control. The raid even sparked a debate in the United Nations Security Council, where Israel faced heavy
criticism in an emergency session.152
What happened media wise in the days and weeks following the incident shows that while the IDF had
made improvements to its media strategies, taking lessons from Lebanon and Cast Lead, the handling of
the flotilla incident would become very problematic and, according to some, reveal that the IDF was still
completely out of touch with the rest of the world, when dealing with online strategic communication.
Other commenters portray the flotilla incident as an event that was bound (maybe even designed) to end
with a confrontation of some sort, and that the IDF, one way or the other, would end up looking bad.
One author writing on the subject argues that the flotilla, from its starting point, was a social media event:
From its inception, the journey of the Freedom Flotilla was a social media event. In the days
leading up to the commando raid on the lead ship, the Mavi Marmara, the activists’
supporters “tweeted and tweeted” so that #Flotilla might “trend,” or become one of the
highly popular discussion topics crawling across the top of the screen on Twitter’s home
page. On board the vessels, activists did plenty of tweeting of their own; the organizers had
also set up a system called SPOT to plot the convoy’s coordinates with blue dots on the
Google Map being monitored worldwide. SPOT dropped a pink dot to mark the location of
the ships’ last communication before they were attacked at 4 am on May 31.153
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Several hours after the raid on Mavi Marmara, the IDF’s Spokesperson unit had released a series of videos
on its YouTube channel.154 The footage was compiled from the security cameras on the Mavi Marmara as
well as from the IDF’s own surveillance cameras and it was quickly spread in the international media. At the
same time, the journalists and activists onboard the ship were detained, unable to communicate with the
outside world. This meant that the IDF’s version of what had happened on the ship was the only content
reaching the global media. The footage, the IDF said, spoke for itself and created a strong image of the IDF
simply fighting in self-defense, thereby justifying the killing of the 9 activists.155
In the article “The Mavi Marmara at the Frontlines of Web 2.0”, (Web 2.0 is another expression for social
media) authors Diana Allan and Curtis Brown go into detail of the incident and examine the footage
provided. Allan and Brown do not believe the IDF footage speaks for itself, but rather that the IDF speaks
for it. Commenting on one of the IDF videos156, the authors note that:
One clip, “Demonstrators Use Violence against Israeli Navy Soldiers Attempting to Board
Ship,” presented a low-resolution aerial view of the melee on deck, looking like an anthill
after a stick has been rammed into it. Whatever else this video evidence does, it doesn’t
speak for itself; rather, the IDF speaks for it. “Tens of rioters hit an IDF soldier and try to
kidnap him,” reads one caption. “Stun grenade thrown at soldiers,” reads another, but it is
impossible to make out visually who is throwing what toward whom. Another clip clearly
shows rappelling IDF soldiers being beaten (and in one case, thrown from the ship’s upper
deck), but as the low-resolution fragment is soundless, with its time code removed, there is
no way to determine its place in the sequence of the raid, nor—crucially—whether soldiers at
that point had already begun shooting passengers. In the pixilated murk and panicky
commotion, we were asked to see clear evidence of premeditation and initiation of violence
on the part of the activists onboard.157
When the involved and detained journalists and activists were released, they criticized the PR strategy of
the IDF and claimed that the footage that the Israeli army had presented of the incident was filled with
gaps and lacking context. At the same time, they argued, the vast majority of the footage from the ship had
been withheld. This soon became evident when photos and videos smuggled off the ship began appearing
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online in the following weeks. The newly released material stood in stark contrast to the content that the
IDF had published. This started a “multifaceted online information war”, not limited to YouTube, but also
involving Twitter, Facebook and the blogging community, where people from both sides would publish
political satirical, mocking, and humorous videos and posts portraying the other side in a very unflattering
way. Much of the content, the videos especially, quickly went viral online, which according to the authors
was the entire point. As they write:
Viral video is now to Israel-Palestine what the Olympics was to the cold war: a proxy conflict
where style and bravado is all.158
One of the videos, produced by Jerusalem Post managing editor and former Military Advocate General for
the IDF Caroline Glick, is named “We Con The World”159 and is a satirical spin off from the United Support of
Artists for Africa’s 1985 hit “We Are the World”, where the authors take the role of pro-Palestinian activists
who deliberately try to deceive the international community regarding Israel’s alleged crimes. Some of the
lyrics, according to Allan and Brown, toys with denialism: (“There’s no people dying / So the best that we
can do / Is create the greatest bluff of all,” referring to the Gaza Strip).160 The video got more than a million
views within the first days of publishing and spokesman for the Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu,
Mark Regev, called “it hilarious”.161 The video was also distributed to foreign journalists by Israel’s
Government Press Office (GPO), who hours later send another email out claiming it was a mistake, and
removed the video from its website.162 Mark Regev later said in an interview with the Guardian, that:
I called my kids in to watch it because I thought it was funny... It is what Israelis feel. But the
government has nothing to do with it.163
The same article also states that the video was praised in Israel, and that the big daily newspaper Yediot
Aharonot wrote that the singers "defended Israel better than any of the experts".

158

Ibid.
YouTube.com - Latma TV, “Flotilla Choir presents: We Con the World”, Available:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FOGG_osOoVg [2010, 3-6-2010].
160
Allan, D. & Brown, C. 2010, “The Mavi Marmara at the Frontlines of Web 2.0”, Journal of Palestine Studies, vol. 40,
no. 1 (Autumn 2010), pp. 65.
161
Ibid.
162
Ibid.
163
TheGuardian.com - Israel forced to apologise for YouTube spoof of Gaza flotilla, Available:
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/jun/06/israel-youtube-gaza-flotilla [2010, 6-6-2010]
159

67

War on Twitter – Laust Kruse 2013

Middle East Studies, University of Southern Denmark

Opposite to that view is Didi Remez, an Israeli who runs the liberal-left news analysis blog Coteret, who said
the clip was “repulsive” and that it reflected how out of touch Israeli opinion was with the rest of the world:
“It shows a complete lack of understanding of how the incident is being perceived abroad”, he said.164
The Guardian’s article name a few other similar incidents, where a press email was sent out to foreign
journalists from the GPO, mockingly recommending a gourmet restaurant and an Olympic-sized swimming
pool in Gaza to underline Israel's claim there is no humanitarian crisis there. According to the article,
Journalists who complained the email was in poor taste were told they had "no sense of humour".165
The IDF also had to retract a similar statement, when in an alleged audio clip with a conversation between
the army’s naval officials and Mavi Marmara activists, the activists supposedly said “go back to Auschwitz”,
to the soldiers. The clip reached both Israeli and international press, but shortly after, when an
independent blogger had charged the army of manipulating the recordings, the IDF released a “correction”
saying it was not clear who had uttered those words.166
A group calling themselves Minor Demographic Threat, who make their own political satirical videos
depicting the IDF as mere propagandists, commented to an influential blog critical of the Israeli government
and army, that these media incidents proved that the IDF was a communicator who had trouble adapting to
a new medium:
That’s exactly what we’re seeing with the Israeli PR apparatus as it struggles to remain
effective in an increasingly democratized media landscape.167
In my interview with IDF Spokesperson Therkil Petersen, he comments on the Mavi Marmara incident with
some skepticism and provide detailed inputs that I have not seen elsewhere in my additional sources:
Soldiers boarded the ship as they would have with any other ship coming into Israeli
territorial waters like that. We would stop it somehow. The American coast guard also
constantly boards ships like that. That the soldiers are then attacked when they go aboard...
They weren't even armed with anything else but paint ball guns. And they had their sidearm
with them as well in the holster, that came in use later on. The decision to actually go about
the whole thing like that is another issue... There are plenty of other options of stopping a
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ship like that. For starters, you don't need to put military personnel on the deck... But that's
an entirely different issue.168
But we spend extremely long time coming out with a statement of what had happened on the
ship. So a lot of rumors spread and the talks about the number of casualties were 16 and 20
at some point. There was a lot of confusion in the media about what happened and we had
images of exactly what had happened on the ship, it just took us very long to get those
images security cleared and processed for the media, so it was at least 12 hours before those
images came out along with an explanation of what happened on the ship. At that point the
damage was done. Lots of misinformation had reached various social media platforms and
traditional media in the meantime.169
The indecisiveness by the IDF Spokesperson unit to release its footage did indeed result in massive criticism
from its own supporters. Bloggers, “talkbackers” (a talkback is usually a comment made on a news website
or a blog in relation to a specific article) and other online groups who fought on behalf of the Israeli military
to influence US, European, and Russian media, found it very problematic that the army waited for so long
to release its videos, because contradictory narratives of what had happened on the ship started gaining
momentum.170
In the article “Another War Zone”, authors Adi Kuntsman and Rebecca L. Stein, focus on the attempt by all
involved parties, both military and civilian, to help create a certain narrative of what had happened on the
ship. And how that affected the different perceptions of the available documentation material:
Needless to say, there was almost no agreement online about the reliability of the new media
documents. For the state, the release of its second video -- the confiscated footage shot from
the deck of the boat -- provided incontrovertible evidence of the rightness of its actions,
belying activist claims of a peaceable humanitarian mission. For the flotilla organizers and
their proponents, this footage told another story of capture on the high seas and the
desperate, ad hoc efforts of the activists at self-defense using the materials at hand.
Disagreement continued when the state displayed the visual evidence of on-board “weapons”
via Flickr and other social networking sites. Many users questioned the function of the objects
(were the knives weapons or kitchen utensils?) and also the credibility of the images as
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documentary photographs. Some visitors to the Foreign Ministry’s Flickr page argued that
the images’ time stamps showed they were taken prior to the raid, again suggesting a fraud,
while others defended the state, hypothesizing that the IDF’s cameras had been inaccurately
set.
In March 2013, three years after the Mavi Marmara incident, during a visit to Israel by United States
president Barack Obama, the Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu – presumably pressured by
Obama after three years of refusing to do so despite pressure from the international community171 – called
Turkey’s Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan and apologized for the flotilla incident.172 When I asked IDF
Spokesperson Therkil Petersen about that, his answer was:
I can have a personal opinion about that and frankly that's irrelevant. A lot of things
happened in regards to that ship that shouldn't have happened, but on the other side, we
were in our full rights to do as we did. We offered them to unload their aid in Ashdod and
they would be able to watch the entire process of delivering in it to Gaza. Besides, actual aid
on the ship was minimal compared to what goes into Gaza every day. We have 500-600
trucks going into Gaza every day with goods.
Laust Kruse: But it's probably clear to all that it was a political quest more than it was a
humanitarian project?
IDF Spokesman Therkil Petersen: Of course and it just went completely wrong. But the IDF
has used the incident and learned a lot from it.173
As it should now be clear to the reader, the Mavi Marmara incident carried a lot of connotations with it.
The reason for bringing it up and focusing on it as a case study, is to show the challenges that lie in the use
of social media for the IDF – and subsequently how extremely complex and politicized these kinds of events
can turn out when mixed with politics, traditional media and the publics from different countries who
engage in it. As effective (and sometimes ruthless) as the IDF was in controlling the media to its own
advantage during Cast Lead, as ineffective it was in controlling the Mavi Marmara incident. As the Israeli
journalist Amir Mizroch is quoted saying:
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We may be a startup nation, but we are bricks-and-mortar communicators.174
Rebecca L. Stein, who has worked extensively on Israel’s social media policies from an anthropological
viewpoint, sums up a more general view of the challenges she believes Israel is facing with regards to
employing social media tactics:
Despite efforts to coordinate Internet and social media usage across various government
branches and ministries (enabled by sizeable state investment), and to foster a culture of
social networking fluency, the state learning curve is steep and uneven, and the margin of
error is high. On any given day, success is mixed and the subject of considerable scrutiny from
civilian social networkers and bloggers. For despite the US precedent where digital statecraft
is concerned, the Israeli playbook remains a work in progress…175
As noted in the beginning of the chapter, it is my analysis that the Mavi Marmara incident was an example
of this “uneven learning curve” taking a dive.

6. Pillar of Defense
Twitter war: The IDF’s learning curve from 2006 to 2012 has been steep. The army now attracts the
world’s attention to its social media strategy, and the online ‘information war’ has been revolutionized
The IDF’s Operation Pillar of Defense was an eight-day bombardment of targets inside the Gaza Strip by the
Israeli army in November 2012. As with countless similar incidents before it, the operation was officially a
response by the IDF to the rockets being fired from Gaza by Hamas and other militant groups into civilian
areas in Southern Israel.
The difference from Pillar of Defense and previous conflicts in Gaza is how the IDF and Hamas used social
media as a tool to communicate (also with each other) and justify what they were doing, to the rest of the
world.
As I noted in my introduction to this paper, major news networks and tech magazines worldwide picked up
on the IDF’s use of live-Tweets and live-blogging during the eight days of conflict. CNN called it “one of the
most noticeable technological events in 2012”, and other big media corporations such as British BBC, Russia
Today, French and German TV stations, and some of the most influential newspapers in America and

174

Merip.org – Another War Zone, Available: http://www.merip.org/mero/interventions/another-war-zone [2010, 102010]
175
Stein, R. L. 2012, “StateTube: Anthropological Reflections on Social Media and the Israeli State”, Anthropological
Quarterly, vol. 85, no 3, summer 2012, pp. 898.

71

War on Twitter – Laust Kruse 2013

Middle East Studies, University of Southern Denmark

around the world mentioned the events with a combination of awe and skepticism. As Max Fisher wrote for
the Washington Post:
Governments have always sought to manage public perception in wartime, but the Israel
Defense Forces’ steady stream of updates on Twitter, YouTube and Facebook since it began
airstrikes on the Gaza Strip on Wednesday seems different. Unlike the usual media tactics —
leaflets, state-sponsored radio, spokesmen — social media campaigns seek to incorporate
themselves into the media we’re already consuming, popping into our news feeds, implicitly
seeking our participation. Or, in the case of the IDF campaign, sometimes explicitly.176
British newspaper The Telegraph wrote that:
Since the start of Operation Pillar of Defence on Wednesday, the Israeli Defence Force in
particular has used its Twitter account to report attacks, highlight its successes, aim for the
moral high ground and threaten the enemy.177
And the magazine Foreign Policy pondered:
Still, the IDF's approach to getting the word out about Operation Pillar of Defense does
represent a milestone in military communications -- one we should reflect on. What does it
mean for us as a society when we can follow a targeted killing in real time, and watch a video
of it on YouTube hours later?178
One of the reasons these big media outlets were somewhat baffled and talked about a possible change in
the way we portray and consume war, was the direct and in-your-face type of material the IDF and Hamas
sent out on social media during the fighting. Here I will present a small portion of what appeared on Twitter
and YouTube in the initial stages of the violent escalation. I believe this is important in order for the reader
to be fully aware of the direct and rough nature of the applied communication strategies among the two
parties.
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6.1 Twitter war in pictures
Already in October 2012, weeks before the fighting erupted, the IDF’s Spokesperson unit started tweeting
about coming under fire from the Gaza Strip, labeling it as its own ‘breaking’ news (Figure 1):

Figure 1 179
This and similar posts were recurring in a steady stream up until the actual offensive into Gaza was
initiated. On the first day of the operation, this tweet (figure 2) was published on the IDF Spokesperson
Twitter account:

Figure 2 180
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A few minutes after, it was followed up by this tweet (figure 3): a report of a hit on the leader of Hamas’
armed wing, the al-Qassam Brigades, Ahmed Al-Jabari.

Figure 3 181
Later the same day, this appeared (figure 4). A direct threat against Hamas, delivered through Twitter for
the entire world to see:

Figure 4 182
To which the Al-Qassam Brigades responded directly (figure 5) with their own Twitter profile (the ‘@’ on
Twitter means addressing a certain user, in this instance the IDF Spokesperson’s account):
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Figure 5 183
Less than half an hour later, the IDF responded with the following (figure 6). A red and black photo
picturing Al-Jabari with the text ELIMINATED written across it as well as some of his alleged criminal
activities:
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Figure 6 184
A few moments after that, a YouTube video showing a birds’ eye view of the precision strike on Jabari’s
car185 was posted by the IDF, accompanied by this tweet (figure 7):
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Figure 7 186
The video of Al-Jabari’s car being struck by a missile had 4,732,448 views at the time of this writing.
A myriad of similar content was sent out during the eight days of conflict from both Hamas and the IDF on
other platforms such as Facebook, Flickr, blogs, and Instagram among others, where it was shared by
hundreds of thousands of people.
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Twitter.com (@IDFSpokesperson) - In case you missed it - VIDEO - IDF Pinpoint Strike on Ahmed Jabari, Head of
#Hamas Military Wing, Available: https://twitter.com/IDFSpokesperson/status/268793527943708673 [2012, 14-112012]
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Operation Pillar of Defense resulted in 6 Israeli deaths (of whom 4 civilians) and, depending on sources,
some 160 Palestinians (of whom approximately 57-105 civilians). The fighting stopped after a US and
Egyptian brokered ceasefire took effect on 21 November 2012 with the occasional rocket still being
launched from within Gaza in the following days.
Some of the additional content uploaded by the IDF Spokesperson unit and Hamas during the eight days of
violent escalation can be found below. I believe it is important to include these images in order to fully
grasp the ideological motivations behind them and comprehend how the content is being used by both
sides and how using social media has changed. What is important to keep in mind when looking at the
published material, is that it is all part of an ongoing stream. This is war in real-time combined with
ideological and politically motivated propaganda by two opponents, who even engage in mocking dialogue
with one another via the social media services, as we just saw in the tweets above.
On November 14, the same day that Operation Pillar of Defense was initiated and simultaneously with the
initial bombs hitting the Gaza Strip, the IDF Spokesperson tweeted this image (figure 8):
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Figure 8 187
By referring to the large numbers of rockets fired into Israel from Gaza over the years, followed up by a
recommendation to retweet and share the picture (meaning repost on other users’ own Twitter profiles) if
one agrees that Israel has the right to defend itself, the social media unit asks the international community
for its support and sympathy – as well as equating the bombing of Gaza with self-defense. The claim of
acting in mere self-defense is a recurrent theme throughout the material published by both the IDF and
187

Twitter.com (@IDF Spokesperson) - More than 12,000 rockets hit Israel in the past 12 years. RT (Retweet) if you
think #Israel has the right to defend itself, Available:
https://twitter.com/IDFSpokesperson/status/268776912632045568 [2012, 14-11-2012]
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militant groups in Gaza, and often essentially an extension or echo of the typical political rhetoric coming
from Israel’s administration as well as the Hamas leadership.
On November 16, two days into Operation Pillar of Defense, the IDF Spokesperson tweeted another image
with similar content: an illustration of the Sydney Opera, the Statue of Liberty, Big Ben, and the Eiffel Tower
being bombarded with rockets accompanied with the words: “WHAT WOULD YOU DO? SHARE THIS IF YOU
AGREE THAT ISRAEL HAS THE RIGHT TO SELF DEFENSE.” The tweet at the time of this writing had been
retweeted 6,662 times, which – even by modern Twitter standards – is a very substantial amount. On
Facebook, it has been shared 25,000 times and received 7,500 comments. Here, the pleading to the
Western world becomes very concrete. By comparing Israel to Australia, USA, Great Britain and France, and
rhetorically asking how those countries would react if rockets poured down on them, the IDF’s social media
unit seeks to legitimize the bombings of the Gaza Strip by asking the target audience to put themselves in
an Israeli citizen’s place (figure 9):
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Figure 9 188
In another tweet from 20 November 2012, the day before the ceasefire took effect, the social media unit –
after several critical media reports about the amount of civilian casualties inside Gaza began spreading –
published an illustration depicting a list of what the IDF is doing to minimize civilians losses compared to
the efforts of Hamas (figure 10):
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Twitter.com (@IDFSpokesperson) - What would you do if rockets were striking your country? RT (ReTweet) if you
agree that #Israel has the right to self-defense, Available:
https://twitter.com/IDFSpokesperson/status/269419585101512704 [2012, 16-12-2012]
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Figure 10 189
Which is directly contradicted by Hamas in an al-Qassam tweet (figure 11):
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Twitter.com (@IDFSpokesperson) - Hamas' goal is to kill Israeli civilians. Everybody needs to know. RT (ReTweet) so
they will., Available: https://twitter.com/IDFSpokesperson/status/270851294443491328/photo/1 [2012, 20-12-2012]
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Figure 11 190
These type of exchanges, mutual accusations and attempts to “aim for the moral high ground and threaten
the enemy”, as The Telegraph wrote, continued throughout the conflict on several social media platforms.
What can be said about this exchange of social media propaganda? First off, academics, journalists, media
outlets, and tech-websites agree that this is something new and unprecedented. Both in terms of the
blatant live-streaming of the killing, which has a tendency to normalize the horrors of war, but also how the
belligerents enter into a hostile dialogue on the various media platforms.
Furthermore, it is evident that both sides seek to gain sympathy from the outside world - what some
authors have described as “seeking to win the hearts and minds of people”191 – as well as accuse the enemy
of being solely responsible for the violence.192 In that sense, not much has changed and to some extend one
could argue that the politically hot potato that is the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has just moved onto
modern communication forms and social media. The al-Qassam Brigades, for example, started using the
hashtag #GazaUnderAttack, to which the IDF Spokesperson unit responded by tagging their tweets with the
hashtag #IsraelUnderAttack. The attempt to frame the conflict in a certain light has simply been adopted to
fit modern communication forms. But the combination of live-documenting scenes of war from the
belligerent’s perspectives and the absence of traditional media, being limited in its access to the conflict,
creates a special perception among the various target audiences of what’s actually happening on the
ground, making the social media information war more than just an extension of public diplomacy in the
classical sense.
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Twitter.com (@alqassambrigade) - #Israel's military still targeting civilians in #Gaza kills a child and fourty others
#hamas #GazaUnderAttack #Egypt, Available: https://twitter.com/AlqassamBrigade/statuses/268785938140905472
[2012, 14-11-2012]
191
Gilboa, E. 2006, “Public Diplomacy: The Missing Component in Israel’s Foreign Policy”, Israel Affairs, Vol.12, No.4,
October 2006, p. 717.
192
BitterLemons.org – The Information War, avoiding the spin, ed. 42, Available:
http://www.bitterlemons.org/previous/bl171103ed42.html [2003, 17-11-2003]
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6.2 A different approach
When we take a closer look at this social media strategy it becomes apparent how significantly different it
is to that of the IDF in the past: First and foremost, the sheer amount of content has increased enormously.
The number of Tweets, Facebook posts and YouTube videos in the weeks before, during, and after Pillar of
Defense easily exceed any of that of former conflicts or incidents (Lebanon 2006, Cast Lead, Mavi
Marmara). During Pillar of Defense, one could talk about an ongoing stream of content, as several
commentators have noted.
Secondly, the stream of information was truly live. This means that tweets, messages, photos and videos
appearing on social media coming from the IDF, came out literally while events unfolded on the ground,
often being way ahead of traditional media, which had trouble following suit both because of the access
restrictions laid upon them, and also because of the difficulty that lies in verifying information coming out
on social media. An example of this is the conflicting numbers of civilian deaths during Pillar of Defense.
Organizations within Gaza and other pro-Palestinian groups will often exaggerate the numbers, as will the
IDF and pro-Israeli groups often downplay them.193
Airing its content live, sometimes labeling it as “breaking news”, often resulted in the traditional global
mass media to rely solely on the IDF for information about the conflict. The few journalists and the TV
station Al-Jazeera that was inside the Gaza Strip was about the only sources to go to when wanting to
validate any information. This clearly gave the IDF not only the ability to control much of what people saw
from the conflict, but also for the army to have a “head start” so to speak with. Instead of defending itself
from claims coming from the opponent, the IDF now controlled much of the media landscape by simply
denying entrance for many journalists as well as being first with statements, photos, videos, tweets,
interviews, etc. A strategy, as we saw previously, that was a direct consequence of the failures of earlier
conflicts.
Thirdly, the nature of the content has changed in its expression. From being defensive by nature and often
a reaction to an accusation coming from an opponent, the IDF’s social media unit took matters into their
own hands and went out far more aggressively than before on various platforms before the fighting actually
erupted.
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Palestinian Centre for Human Rights (PCHR) claims that Pillar of Defense resulted in the death of 105 civilians,
including 34 children, as well as 971 wounded:
http://www.pchrgaza.org/portal/en/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=9052:1&catid=145:in-focus
[2012, 24-11-2012]. The IDF does not mention Palestinian casualty numbers on their info page about Pillar of Defense,
but is quoted in Israeli media mentioning 57 civilian deaths: http://www.timesofisrael.com/several-casualties-inexplosion-in-central-tel-aviv/#at_22:28 [2012, 21-11-2012]
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In my interview with the IDF Spokesperson, this issue is further elaborated upon:
Laust Kruse: So it's essentially to contain or counter the misinformation coming from "the
other side" that the IDF has beefed up its social media efforts?
IDF Spokesman Therkil Petersen: Today I don't think that's the case any longer. But when the
unit was established or expanded, it was definitely to create a response and a counter
message to what happened online - where we simply hadn't been present. We had to face
that in order to establish some kind of counter strategy. But today it's not like we have a ping
pong going on with them [Hamas, Hezbollah]...194
The spokesman further adds that:
…Because we have developed our media approach so much during the past 2-3 years. As I
said, we came from 5-6 people from before I joined, to around 60 people today. And that's
not counting reservists. With support staff and reservists we are probably more than 100
people dealing with media.195
On the coordinated media efforts with the Israeli Foreign Ministry, he notes:
…Also if we have a sharp situation, for example during Pillar of Defense, we have a collection
of statements that we wish to spread and we have access to each other's statements so I
receive those from the Foreign Ministry and vice versa. We then look at the statements to
find similarities and differences and coordinate our media approach.196
And explaining in detail what has changed, he says:
…We have an incredible big change in the material we have lying ready…We now have a pool
of video clips and information, so that every launch pad in Gaza or Lebanon today we have
photos of. When we bomb a particular launch pad, 10 minutes later we can say in the media:
“This is when they put the rockets into the ground. And this is where we hit them half an hour
ago.” So in that sense we are much better now at explaining what it is we have done. Also to
make sure people understand that we are going after these particular targets and try to
avoid hitting civilian areas.197
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Interview with IDF Spokesman Therkil Petersen, August 2013, Appendix 1, p. 8.
Ibid. p. 4.
196
Ibid. p. 5.
197
Ibid. pp. 5-6.
195
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It becomes clear from these statements that overall, the IDF views its current social media policies as a
success. Indeed, the army claimed a “victory in the social media-war” after Pillar of Defense, saying that the
conflict marked the first time the IDF has beaten the Palestinians in public diplomacy. The director of new
media during Pillar of Defense, Sacha Dratwa also explained how the “branding of the conflict” turned out
successfully and how the IDF views its own efforts as revolutionary:
Branding is a major part of social media; our efforts were aimed at branding this conflict, the
first time this has been done on social media… We did some revolutionary things on Twitter,
sending out 11 tweets an hour, keeping followers abreast of events in real time.198
But when going a bit more into detail about certain aspects of the army’s efforts during Pillar of Defense, it
also becomes apparent that there are some internal inconsistencies and contradictions.
One such inconsistency is evident when looking at the subject of target audiences. According to the
spokesman, the social media messages within the IDF is precisely directed and aimed at specific audiences,
depending on a “who needs to know”-logic:
…We make a big effort to be specific in who we want to reach with the messages we are
coming out with. We try to specialize the content to the people that we consider a certain
target audience.199
And further on the different region specific desks within the IDF Spokesperson that:

In our Arab desk, the tone is sometimes very rough. It's definitely fighting fire with fire
because that's the only way to do it. The way we tackle European media though, is much
different from that of the American media for example. The Americans are much more
supportive of the Israeli army and thus we can more easily come out with heartwarming
stories there to boost their ego on the "other side" too. Whereas in Europe, it's much more
based on "clean" information. So in that regard our content is very modified to fit a specific
region.200
Also, when talking about the specific case of the strike on Al-Jabari, as previously shown with the tweets,
the spokesman says:
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TimesofIsrael.com - IDF claims victory in Pillar of Defense social-media war, Available:
http://www.timesofisrael.com/idf-claims-victory-in-pillar-of-defense-social-media-war/ [2013, 17-2-2013]
199
Interview with IDF Spokesman Therkil Petersen, August 2013, Appendix 1, p. 3.
200
Ibid.
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…But again, it depends who the targeted audience is. In the case of Jabari, it was mainly
focused on the Muslim world or Hamas in Gaza. That the whole world can see it, that's a
different matter, of course.201
Asked about the tweet warning Hamas operatives to stay under ground, he adds:
Again, it's more a message to Hamas and the population in Gaza more than anyone else. So
it's very specific who we try to reach with those messages... It's not to gloat or brag or
anything like that. But there was a kind of a ping pong going on and there's a much sharper
ping pong going on in the Arab media, where much worse statements come out than this
one.202
It is obviously contradictory to claim on the one hand that the social media unit direct certain messages
towards specific target audiences, while on the other to tweet direct threats to Hamas and notifications of
the elimination of its leaders in the English spoken branch of Twitter for the entire world to see. Had the
intention been to actually warn Hamas of incoming bombings, the IDF could have contacted them directly
or used the Arab spoken Twitter branch. Instead, it ended up on the front pages of CNN, New York Times,
and Washington Post, etc., which seems to have been the actual goal. There also seems to be a lack of
continuity when looking at the subject of dialogue with the enemy via social media. As we just saw in one
quote, the spokesperson states the army does not have a “ping pong” with Hamas. In another quote, that
such a ping pong was actually happening during Pillar of Defense. However, such details will most likely not
subtract from the overall satisfaction within the IDF when evaluating on the social media part of the
operation. As Sacha Dratwa notes:
We changed the ways wars are conducted on social media… Hopefully, this change will make
it easier for the world to understand our side of the story.203

6.3 Gamification of war
Another new aspect of social media strategy, which saw the light of day during Pillar of Defense (it was
created some months before the operation started), was the web application IDF Ranks; a game
incorporated into the various social media platforms of the IDF, where users can fight a virtual battle by
sharing and “liking” IDF content. From the IDF Spokesperson’s Unit:
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Ibid. p. 6.
Ibid.
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TimesofIsrael.com - IDF claims victory in Pillar of Defense social-media war, Available:
http://www.timesofisrael.com/idf-claims-victory-in-pillar-of-defense-social-media-war/ [2013, 17-2-2013]
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Have you ever wanted to join the military and fight to defend Israel? Well, now you can, with
IDF Ranks — embedded directly in all IDF social platforms!
IDF Ranks promotes YOU for your activities around IDF-related material. Your every action —
commenting, liking, sharing and even just visiting — rewards your efforts, as well as helps
spread the truth about the Israeli army all over the world.204
The game is built on a principle where sharing and liking IDF content on social media platforms will earn the
user batches and achievements to help him/her rise through the ranks. It casts the user in the role of a
virtual soldier, fighting for Israel and the game was harshly criticized for “gamifying” war, when it was first
aired.205 In an interview conducted during Pillar of Defense in November 2012 by the website Fast
Company, IDF Spokesman Captain Eytan Buchman was confronted with this critique:
Fast Company: The Israeli military took a lot of flack for gamifying their blog by offering
users military-themed badges and points for sharing content. Why was the decision to
gamify the blog made?
IDF Spokesman Captain Eytan Buchman: We got a lot of flack for that, although most came
after our current operation started. The gamification portion, IDF Ranks, had been up for four
months prior. We devised this rank game to get people to share as much data on social
media as possible. Some people accused us of gamifying war, but we see it as building
interest.206
Gamifying war or ‘Militainment’ (military entertainment) is not new. The US army already in 2002 hired a
company to develop a 1st person shooter PC game, “America’s Army”, which is designed to realistically
portray units, weapons, vehicles, etc. within the US military. The game was released as a public relations
initiative and to help with recruitment. The game received wide criticism within academia for being
controversial because it blends propaganda, advertising and education together.207 But America’s Army is
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IDFblog.com - IDF Ranks – Join The Game, Available: http://www.idfblog.com/idf-ranks-game/ [2012, 3-7-2012]
See for example: Mondoweiss.net - ‘IDF Ranks’ transforms pro-Israel Facebook users into ‘virtual soldiers’,
Available: http://mondoweiss.net/2012/07/idf-ranks-transforms-pro-israel-facebook-users-into-virtual-soldiers.html
[2012, 10-6-2012]
206
FastCompany.com – Inside The Israeli Military’s Social Media Squad, Available:
http://www.fastcompany.com/3003305/inside-israeli-militarys-social-media-squad [2012, 20-11-2012]
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See for example David B. Nieborg’s article “Empower yourself, defend freedom!
Playing games during times of war” in Boomen, M. (ed.) 2009. "Digital Material. Tracing New Media in Everyday Life
and Technology," Amsterdam University Press.
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not based on social media and there are no virtual achievements in the game for promoting it or the US
army online. As the British newspaper The Telegraph wrote:
The idea of war as a game is not new, but Israel's approach during the eight-day conflict was
among the most sophisticated of any modern military, attempting to calm fears about
attacks on Gaza at the same time as ramping up emotion over Israeli deaths, all while
bypassing traditional Western media.208
IDF Ranks serves as an integral part of the IDF’s social media efforts. Its cross-platform nature means that
anyone who visits the IDF on its official website, Facebook, YouTube, Instagram or elsewhere online, will be
offered to share its content in exchange for virtual points.

6.4 Attempting to control social media
As I have shown throughout the thesis, history has played an important role for the IDF in its assessments
on how to successfully implement and adopt its public relation strategies onto social media.
But the use of new media, as previously described, has been an ongoing challenge for the IDF in its effort to
come across as a professional and modern organization, while maintaining its role as a state military in a
democratic country. Examples show that the IDF is still having a hard time adapting its role as a military to
the open and participatory world of social media.
When a couple of soldiers on their own initiative created the YouTube channel for the IDF during Operation
Cast Lead, many superiors within the army were extremely hesitant to allow it. That is, until they saw the
immediate effects of the channel and how popular it quickly became. But the openness of the participatory
principle that is a fundamental cornerstone of social media has been a recurrent issue to the army. The
YouTube channel being a case in point: With Cast Lead the IDF had understood how imperatively important
it was to be present on social media, but not how to navigate within the new platforms. Immediately after
the launch of the YouTube channel, people started to comment on the videos – many of whom turned out
to be negative. The day after the launch, the comment function was disabled.209 Presently, the comment
function in the various videos uploaded by the IDF is partially enabled, but only for certain types of videos.
Content involving controversial topics or videos whose content or validity have been questioned as
manipulative or even fraud by journalists or bloggers have the comment function disabled.
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TheTelegraph.co.uk - Gaza conflict: the war games of the Israel Defence Force, Available:
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/internet/9699287/Gaza-conflict-the-war-games-of-the-Israel-DefenceForce.html [2012 [24-11-2012]
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Merip.org - Inside Israel's Twitter War Room, Available: http://www.merip.org/mero/mero112412 [2012, 24-112012]
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Such is the case with a controversial video of an airstrike on 29 December 2008 during Operation Cast Lead
titled “Israeli Air Force Strikes Rockets in Transit.”210 The aerial video recorded from an Israeli drone shows
a dozen or so people in Gaza City loading cylinder shaped objects onto a truck. As is the typical case for
these type of videos, a large caption written by the IDF across the footage tells us what we are (seemingly)
looking at: “Grad missiles being loaded onto the Hamas vehicle”, it says. Around the 2 minute mark, the
images are blurred as the truck explodes after being hit by a drone missile. All that is left when the smoke
clears are flames from the subsequent fire. Eight people were killed in the attack.
As it turned out, a 55 year old Gaza resident, Ahmed Samur, claimed the truck was his and that members of
his family as well as other workers were moving oxygen cylinders, used for welding, from his metal
workshop. One of the persons killed was his son. According to a BBC article, the workshop had previously
been damaged when a building next door, belonging to a Hamas affiliated person, was bombed by the
Israelis and Samur, fearing looters, wanted to move the cylinders.211
The ensuing investigations by human rights organizations pressured the IDF into admitting it had in fact not
targeted rockets, but the army maintained it had killed Hamas operatives.212 At this point, the broader
public started to gain knowledge about the incident and a stream of negative comments began to appear
on the YouTube page. Shortly after, the IDF disabled the comment function, but kept the video online.
While this in no way indicates a confession by IDF in the matter (which is irrelevant to this issue) it shows an
example of how the desire to control both the message and the reactions to it was an initial obstacle for
the social media unit within the army. While it would seem natural to want to limit the negative responses
to your content, the army has later found out what experts agree on: trying to limit and control social
media and use it as a one-way communication tool is contradictory to its nature and can result in the
opposite outcome than intended. Since social media per definition is participatory, using censorship will
have a negative impact on both the audience, who will accuse the sender of trying to manipulate with its
messages and how they are received by the public, and the sender, who will suffer from the negative
feedback. Several states, institutions, and corporations alike have learned this the hard way.
One example of this is when tens of thousands of demonstrators started protesting at the Taksim Gezi Park
in Istanbul in the summer of 2013 as a response to the Turkish governments’ plan to demolish the park. The
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YouTube.com - Israeli Air Force Strikes Rockets in Transit, Available:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qG0CzM_Frvc [2008, 29-12-2008]
211
BBC.co.uk - Propaganda war: trusting what we see? Available: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/7809371.stm [2009, 5-12009]
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HumanRightsWatch.org - Drone-launched Attacks on Civilians in Gaza, Available:
http://www.hrw.org/en/node/84077/section/5 [2009, 30-6-2009]
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protests quickly spread to other Turkish cities due to a general dissatisfaction with the government. In
Istanbul especially it turned into violent clashes between riot police and the protesters and the latter
documented much of what happened, including very harsh measures by the police, on social media, putting
an already angry Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan under even more pressure.213 Erdogan, after a failed
attempt by the government to censor the social media service and blocking the traditional media from
reporting, then made a statement in an interview, saying that “There is this curse called Twitter. It’s all lies
… That thing called social media is the curse of society today.”214 His statement was, of course, posted on
Twitter countless times (Ironically, The Prime Minister also has his own Twitter profile with more than 3.5
million followers, which clearly is not maintained by himself, but rather his staff).
Theoretically speaking, the participatory aspect of social media can be a complex size. When analyzing the
issue of public participation from an administrative theoretical viewpoint, differences in expectations
between the administrator of a Facebook page or a Twitter account belonging to an institution and the
public, can have negative results. If administrators reject or moderate citizens’ comments, when the
citizens expected their voice to be heard or even expected a response, may lose trust in the institution as a
result.215 The IDF has had its own censorship and terminology problems when initially launching its
Facebook pages. At first, the Facebook pages were monitored around the clock and social media staff was
anxious to remove what was deemed “derogatory” content from users – namely comments that were
critical of Israel’s policies. After some months the army realized that this strategy could be perceived
negatively and loosened the moderation policy accordingly, metaphorically comparing it to graffiti. As an
IDF Spokesman said in an interview in 2011:
We’re not responsible [for the Facebook wall], and I think that people understand that.… Like,
if somebody sprays graffiti on the front door of the IDF headquarters in Tel Aviv, with graffiti
that says “Zionist pigs,” nobody would assume that we painted that, but we’re sure not
gonna leave it. I think it’s the same general principle. People understand, but if you leave it,
it’s kind of tacit approval. As a policy it’s good to get rid of it, but it’s still not immediately
important that you do. No one is assuming that it reflects your policies.216
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While censorship is one issue, the IDF still engages in attempts to “tweak” its presence on social media
platforms. The army’s initial attempt to “retool” the ‘Like’ button on Facebook is an example of that: “Click
‘Like’ if you support the IDF’s right to defend the state of Israel from those who attempt to harm Israelis,”
was a typical formulated request on the IDF’s Facebook early on, which was later replaced with a
suggestion to “share” the army’s content instead. In the words of an IDF soldier working in the social media
team with this exact type of content:
This is a problem that I face every day. And I have to be creative. I cannot say: ‘Like’ Israel
under attack. So, it’s really complicated, but what I try to do is to create a new language, to
interpret the language of the army on Facebook.217
Currently, and during Operation Pillar of Defense, the army started using phrases in Facebook posts such as
“Don’t Like, don’t comment, just share”218 accompanied by a picture of an IDF soldier and a quote about
IDF values or other similar content. The attempt to control the user response is something that still
occupies the IDF social media staff.

6.5 Comparative views
Whether Israel is comparable to western countries – or any country on Earth for that matter – is a
contested question in itself. Some scholars believe Israel is unique, some believe a democracy should be
able to withstand comparison with other democracies, and others believe Israel falls outside of the
parameters we usually employ when comparing countries. For example, Michael N. Barnett writes that:
Israel is and is not a western state; while it exhibits democratic forms of governance, rarely is
it situated alongside the historical experiences of other western states … For many social
scientists the Israeli case represents an unapproachable challenge, its rich and complex
history producing a case inappropriate for the comparative enterprise.219
Barnett further problematizes which gradational and categorical indicators scholars use to place Israel in
either the first or third world category. But Barnett also asks what constitutes a unique state. He writes
there are two possibilities of classifying such a state:
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A unique state might be one whose outcomes are sui generis. That is, any historical outcome
must be understood on its own terms and cannot be approached from categories and
conclusions derived elsewhere…”220
Or:
Israel’s uniqueness derives not from any one outcome or attribute but rather how these
outcomes and attributes combine to produce a country like no other.221
Barnett ends up leaning against the second option placing Israel in comparative perspective by using
categories derived elsewhere to reinterpret the Israeli case and to make Israel less “strange”:
…To use the Israeli case to rethink concepts and categories, and to confront the charge that
Israel provides a weak methodological foundation for theorization because of its myriad of
historical anomalies and eccentricities.222
Based on Barnett and others, and while keeping the unique characteristics of Israeli history and culture in
mind, I believe it should be possible to compare Israel to other democratic states, without labeling it as a
western democracy per se.
One of the main assertions in this thesis is that the IDF’s social media strategy differs from that of other
armies in democratic states. While this is a difficult task to prove from a quantifiable viewpoint – especially
given the nature of the new phenomenon social media within militaries is, I believe there are at least some
very strong indicators that point to this idea.
The first is the fact that the US army has drawn extensively on the Israeli experiences in the realm of social
media as an operational tool, as we saw with the 2006 Lebanon War.
Herein lies another point in itself, since neither the workshops or academic articles produced by the US
army concentrate on the public diplomacy aspect of social media employment, but rather on the
operational possibilities it carries. This would suggest that the Americans are interested in learning from
Israel’s conflicts from a military viewpoint in order to better be able to combat the enemy using new
technology, but do not need to focus on the more political subjects such as cause explanation and fight for
legitimacy and narratives, which are so important to the IDF.223 Of course, the explanation for this is
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complex and involves geo-political and geo-strategic considerations, but the fact remains, that the US army
does not involve itself in pushing political narratives in the same way the IDF does.
Further when trying to quantitatively compare the social media efforts of both the American and British
armies, who are also (at least until very recently) fighting guerilla style warfare enemies in Afghanistan and
other countries in that region, the content on social media differs substantially from that of the Israeli
army. Looking at Facebook for example, it quickly becomes evident when browsing through the US and
British armies’ content, that the focus is almost solely placed on their own efforts and qualities as an army,
instead of describing their enemies. While the IDF makes room for a great deal of delegitimizing posts
about Hamas and Hezbollah, there is no mention of Taleban or al-Qaeda on the American and British
armies’ pages.224 This is true for other platforms as well, such as Twitter and YouTube. Soft power and
public diplomacy are simply not put in the hands of the US and British armies in the same way they are in
Israel.
This is not to say that Soft power is an unknown concept to the American military or the Pentagon for
example. Increased attention within the American military is being paid towards using public diplomacy as
a tool to gain the respect or support from potentially hostile populations of countries where the US army
operates225, and there are reports of the American military trying to influence social media content based
on false online personalities.226 But the mix of hard and soft power (Defense vs. State) has resulted in both
internal and external tensions in the sphere of American foreign policy and defense policy. In the US, there
has been a consensus that soft power lies with the government, whereas hard power lies with the army
and when one starts to cross over into the realm of the other, heated debate often follows.227 In social
media, as we just saw, this separation of army and government is quite clear in the US and also Great
Britain.
While there are similarities between the US, British and Israeli army, there are certainly also differences.
The question is then, what current, historical, and geopolitical circumstances have an effect on the IDF
social media strategy, that separates it from that of the US and British armies. I will seek to answer this in
my conclusive remarks.
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This chapter explored the revolutionary nature of the IDF’s social media strategy during its latest conflict in
November 2012, where an eight day bombing of the Gaza Strip was accompanied by an unprecedented
online public diplomacy undertaking that got the attention of the entire world. It further sought to portray
some of the detailed aspects of the ensuing “information war” online and how it played out between Israel
and its enemies compared to similar conflicts in the past. Lastly, it showed how some of the challenges of
social media persist for the IDF and in which ways the army seeks to constantly tweak and improve its
efforts online.

7. Conclusion
Israel has, like many other countries, increased its social media efforts extensively in the past few years. In
an increasingly globalized and always online world, it is required to be present on social media if an
individual, a state, or an institution wishes to be heard and seen.
But the changes in media strategy in Israel and within the IDF were brought about on a different basis than
that of other Western democracies. This thesis has explored both the historical, sometimes curious, aspect
of Israeli public diplomacy and the unique nature of modern public diplomacy within the IDF, as well as the
development in between the two. The answers to my questions, “what is unique about the IDF’s social
media efforts?”, and “why is it unique?” are to be found in a combination of both of these aspects. There’s
a plausible historical-cultural angle and there’s a plausible political-technological angle. Often the two
overlap.

Historical-cultural angle
Most scholars agree that Israel’s history is unique. From the creation of the state, to the many survival
wars, to the special political and cultural systems, to the distinctive religious characteristics, the ongoing
struggle with the Palestinians as well as its peculiar relationship to its allies (mainly USA) - all are evidence
of this.228 Due to a combination of these factors combined, Israel has become immensely unpopular both
within the region it exists and among other places on the planet.229 This ongoing reputational challenge
combined with the simultaneous discrediting by its enemies, has in many ways forced Israel to change its
media strategies and public diplomacy efforts in order to turn this development around. The aftermath of
the 2006 Lebanon War became the turning point of the passive media policies that had existed in Israel
until then. During the war, the IDF failed its communication strategy if there ever was one and Hezbollah
started using social media both as an operative and public diplomacy tool. At this point, the IDF and the
228
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Israeli government barely knew what social media was. The war sparked heavy internal criticism, which
resulted in a new and very aggressive social media policy coming from the Israeli army. One could argue
that the IDF went from nothing to everything during a very short period of time, and critics argued that the
new policies resulted in an extremely outspoken and blatant expression, exceeding what was considered
morally justifiable. Criticism that the IDF has not paid a lot of attention to, assessing that their strategy was
working, based on their increasing online audience. Simply put, the IDF learned from its mistakes and
shortcomings and in a very short time, they became extremely good at handling and developing social
media. As we saw with the Mavi Marmara case study and a few other examples, the IDF has been forced to
retract some of its content and correct messages put out on social media. But overall, as we learned from
the interview with the official army spokesman as well as other sources, they army itself views its current
social media strategy as a success despite a few “missteps.”
Israel’s historical realities has helped shape the cultural role of the IDF in Israeli society. The impact the
Israeli army has and has had on Israel, both in terms of its primary (providing security for the nation) and
secondary (the mandatory conscription system and the civil status a high rank in the army often gives –
exemplified by the prosperous career opportunities for former officers) roles, is extraordinary compared to
that of other countries. Thus, part of the explanation when searching for an answer as to why the IDF have
the authority to singlehandedly engage in public diplomacy and soft power in social media, while also – per
definition – being a hard power, is most likely to be found in the fact that the army enjoys a certain political
autonomy in a variety of scenarios. As we saw in chapter 3, Ben Gurion wanted the IDF to be ‘The People’s
Army’ and build its image on positive civil influence as well as providing security. I believe it’s safe to say
that Gurion succeeded with his strategy and that the IDF currently enjoys a great deal of maneuverability
within the political spectrum of Israel and that the army owes part of this to the respect and goodwill it has
among civil society. Simultaneously, several scholars argue that the recent innovative media strategies of
the IDF are only made possible due to the army being very “young”, and therefore less conservative about
employing new technology and let young people take control of social media.230
The special role of the civil-military relations and militarism as such in Israel is an extremely contested issue
among historians and social scientists both inside and outside Israel. Different scholarly traditions dictate
different rule sets and norms and so revisionist and “new” historians as well as critical sociologists can have
a field day criticizing each other for employing faulty historiographies and biased methodology, when
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writing about the issue.231 I have previously in this thesis quoted Ilan Pappe, who is said to belong to the
group of new historians in Israel. One of the core concepts introduced by Pappe and others is a dismissal of
the revisionist idea that the reasons for the outbreak of the 1948 Independence War, were solely a result of
Arab hostility and that the Zionist movement was moral and peaceful by nature from its outset. In other
words, the new historians question the official narrative of the creation of the state of Israel, and in turn,
emphasize the role of militarism in Israel. Baruch Kimmerling, another new historian, once wrote that:
Like it or not, ours is a militaristic society par excellence. This militarism is the central
organizing principle around which Israeli society revolves, works, determines its boundaries,
its identity and the accepted rules of the game.232
While acknowledging that using this perspective as the primary scope means leaning against one scientific
historical tradition among others contesting it, I believe it is within that context, and in the broader
combination of history and culture, as described previously, that we are to made the cultural/historical
angle plausible.

Technological-political angle
Technologically and politically, there are also unique patterns in the IDF’s social media policies.
One of the clearest examples on this, besides the sheer amount, speed, and nature of the social media
content – surpassing that of any other country by far, is the interconnectedness between the IDF and
civilian society when working on social media strategies. As we saw in chapter 3, the IDF works together
with pro-Israeli bloggers and other civilian internet-based activists and even hold briefings for them.
Already here, we witness an overlap with the cultural-historical angle since at least part of the explanation
for making this possible, presumably lies in the nature of the specific civil-military relations, as well as the
Israeli army being young and less stringent, thus enabling it to draw on its ties with civil society and make
use of it when it’s technologically feasible. As a senior representative from the IDF Spokesperson unit has
said:
They [social media] are contradictory to the military institution. Any army is a closed
organization, and usually it keeps its secrets and operational details inside. And new media
works on the opposite [sic]; also the language is different. The military language is very strict.
There’s a lot of abbreviations; it has very specific intonations. And the new media is exactly
the opposite -- a lot of emotions, a lot of questions…informality. So it’s a bit difficult to teach
231
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the military how new media is really an asset, but we’ve been doing it for the past two
years.233
As we learned from the theoretical views about institutional learning processes, part of the conclusion was
that an increased interaction between a government organization and civil society can cause a challenge,
but it can also strengthen the organization if implemented right. Both the Israeli government, as we have
seen, and the IDF view the coordination and sometimes even direct outsourcing of its public diplomacy
efforts as a very effective tool in reaching its goals online. Furthermore, we learned from the sociocognitive learning theory that the role of individuals can influence or change the structural principles of an
organization. In that context, revolutionary learning will often spring from an environment where
ceremonial and instrumental principles are lacking (Stein: 1997). As we saw with the creation of the IDF’s
YouTube channel being a brainchild of two soldiers, who were then allowed to pursue their idea with
enormous consequences to follow, this theoretical approach matches the IDF’s recent and current social
media policies and how they come into existence.
Furthermore, operation Pillar of Defense in November 2012 showed a unique and unprecedented
employment of social media. Arguably, the live-tweeting of the events as they unfolded on the ground was
partly made possible as a mere result of the development within modern communication and social media
as such. A product of the times we live in, one might say. But technology only provided the possibility or the
framework; it was the IDF’s (and its enemies’) implementation of its media strategies, the content, that
made it unique and attracted the world’s attention. When seeking to answer why this implementation is
unique, it is clear that we have to rely on a variety of inputs. Again, we overlap with the cultural-historical
aspect of the role of the IDF: As the army spokesman outlined in my interview, and as the sources have told
us, the IDF changed its strategy within social media, based on its failures in Lebanon in 2006, from
inherently being defensive and reaction-based to being active and innovative – sometimes rather
aggressive. This change was prompted by historical failure and learning, but was also a result of openness
in the military and the embracing of new technology.
But this military “openness” and embracing of new technology also exist within the US and British armies
for example. The question is then, why the content of the IDF social media strategy is often political, while
the American and British content is largely apolitical. The comparative angle, and Barnett’s analysis, is
important here because what can be explained on the basis of a “complex history” as Barnett calls it, and
what cannot? As laid out in the beginning of the thesis, Israel has mostly been fighting within its own
233
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borders, which the US and British have not for example. Israel has also been fighting for its own survival as
a state and many Israelis will argue that they still are. America and Britain do not have rockets flying over
their borders. So comparing the geopolitical situation of Israel with that of other western countries in a 1:1
scenario, as an explanation for the differences in the IDF’s social media strategies will not work.
One might simply conclude then, that the IDF is employing its online public diplomacy, its soft power,
because it simply needs to, based on the reputational challenges Israel face. In other words, that Israel’s
peculiar situation as a state calls for an aggressive online branding campaign to combat – and indeed be a
step ahead of – the negative publicity it receives from its criticizers, in order to keep the detractors from
winning the battle of narratives. And ultimately winning the sympathy of the world.
While this would be a tempting and simple explanation, I believe the answer is to be found in a
combination of the historical-cultural aspect and the technological-political aspect. The two areas are
interlinked and to just claim that the complexity of Israel’s history is the direct cause of the IDF’s unique
online fight for legitimacy online, or that it is simply derived from embracing new technology, does not
make sense. But the role of the IDF, and the civil-military relationship in Israel, is certainly contributing to
the fact that it is Israel’s army, not its politicians, which is responsible for the bulk of the public diplomacy
work being done on social media. The army is wielding both soft and hard power.
This unique double role and the unique nature of the Israeli social media content, as we have learned
throughout this thesis, is necessary in the words of the IDF’s own spokesmen, simply because Israel’s
reputation is a fragile issue.
However, the IDF spokesmen will probably not agree with Israel’s critics why its reputation is a fragile issue.
From a typical critical viewpoint, this angle would imply that the difficulties Israel faces are mostly selfinflicted and a result of history, and that the unique social media efforts are merely a reflection of that. On
the other hand, in the eyes of the IDF, the unique social media efforts are largely a result the ruthlessness
of its enemies and the ability of the IDF to adapt in an ever changing technological world.
Since differentiating between these two viewpoints is largely a matter of politics and opinion, it is also
beyond the scope of this work.
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