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Abstract

This thesis explores the strategic narratives constructed by the Israeli Defence Forces (IDF)
regarding their use of military artificial intelligence (Al) over two time periods, Period A
(2020-2023) and Period B (2024-2025). Through the utilisation of Narrative Analysis and
Strategic Narrative Theory, the thesis finds four main strategic narratives and traces a notable
narrative rupture between the two periods. During Period A, a strategic issue narrative that
frames military Al as a strategic necessity is identified, as well as an identity narrative that
constructs the IDF as a highly technologically advanced army. Following international
criticism of Al-targeting during the 2023 Gaza conflict, the strategic narratives in Period B
shifted. In Period B, the IDF adopted a defensive narrative explicitly denying Al targeting,
while revisiting an older identity narrative framing itself as the most moral army. These
findings demonstrate that the IDF’s strategic narratives are not static but adapt to changing
settings, reflecting a deliberate effort to legitimise and justify its Al usage actions. The thesis
contributes to the emerging literature on contemporary military Al usage, and strategic
narrative theory by extending the theory to incorporating military actors.
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1. Introduction

The Israel-Palestine conflict reached a critical juncture with the Hamas-led October 7th attack
in 2023, triggering a heavy Israeli invasion of the Gaza Strip. This escalation catapulted the
conflict into a global focus, sparking debates on the proportionality of Israeli violence,
genocide allegations, and intensifying calls for a ceasefire amidst mounting Israeli violence.
Amid this mounting legitimacy crisis, an investigative report published in 2024, by +972
Magazine revealed that the Israel Defence Forces (IDF) had extensively employed artificial
intelligence (Al) systems, such as “Lavender” and “Where’s Daddy?”, to generate targeting
lists and guide airstrikes during the Gaza campaign (Abraham, 2024).

The publication of these findings provoked a wave of international condemnation and forced
Israel into an immediate struggle over narrative control. Once proud to describe itself as a
global pioneer in Al-driven warfare, the IDF rapidly reframed its narrative, emphasising
human oversight and denying the centrality of Al in its operations. This rhetorical shift
signals a deeper transformation in the IDF’s strategic narrative about military Al and its role
in warfare. It raises crucial questions about how the IDF has constructed and adapted this
narrative over time: How does the IDF, once vocal about its pioneering role in “Al warfare”,
now seek to defend and legitimise its use of Al amid an ongoing legitimacy crisis?

This question is particularly significant in the context of today’s rapidly digitizing warfare
environment. We are entering an era characterised by pervasive datafication, algorithmic
decision-making, and the normalization of Al technologies across both civilian and military
domains. The 2024 +972 Magazine revelations mark the first time Al targeting technologies
have been publicly documented as active components in real-time combat operations.
Understanding how militaries like the IDF legitimise and narrate such practices is therefore
crucial, not only for analysing the politics of emerging military technologies but also for
examining how legitimacy is constructed and contested amid ongoing international scrutiny
and allegations of war crimes.

1.1. Aim and Research Question

This thesis aims to analyse the evolution of the IDF’s strategic narrative on military Al
between 2021 and 2024, from its framing of Operation Guardian of the Walls as the “first Al
war,” to its later denials of Al use during the current Gaza (2023-2025) conflict. By using
Strategic Narrative Theory the study seeks to trace and understand how Israel's military Al
narratives have been constructed, maintained, and adapted. Moreover, it seeks to understand
how this narrative functions as a tool of legitimation in response to international criticism.

The importance of this research lies in its contribution to current debates about the
relationship between Al technologies, legitimacy, and communication in contemporary
warfare. While existing studies focus primarily on the operational and ethical implications of
military Al, this thesis treats Al as a political and discursive instrument. To date, no scholarly
work has examined how narratives about Al are constructed during active combat. The IDF
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provides a particularly compelling case for such an inquiry, as the IDF has been openly
associated with military use of Al and now faces intense international scrutiny.

Thereby, the study seeks to answer the following research question:

- “How has the IDF s strategic narrative on military artificial intelligence evolved
between 2021 and 2024, and how has this narrative been used to construct legitimacy
around the military's artificial intelligence usage in warfare?”

1.2. Background

1.2.1. IDF Al Capabilities

The IDF has made a name for itself due to its cutting-edge technological capabilities. The
need for technological superiority was established in the principal foundations of Israel's
national security doctrine (Ben-Israel, 2019, p. 252). David Ben-Gurion, Israel's first Prime
Minister and Minister of Defence, famously stated that since Israel is quantitatively inferior to
its adversaries, Israel needs to be superior in quality (Ben-Israel, 2019, p. 252). Israel has
invested heavily in promoting scientific research and defence technology, and it has sought to
find high-tech solutions to its operational challenges, and special attention has been given to
building up the power of its Intelligence Units (Ben-Israel, 2019, p. 252; Evron, 2021).

Israel’s advanced technological capabilities, high-quality intelligence infrastructure, and the
expertise of its military and scientific personnel have together enabled the institutionalization
of targeted killings as a core component of Israeli warfare (Katz & Bohbot, 2024, Chapter 6).
Israel's advantage lies in its blend of advanced research institutions and the IDF’s combat
experience (Evron, 2021). Its system of compulsory and reserve service blurs the line
between the military and industry, allowing many project managers to be reserve officers with
direct operational expertise, giving Israel a technological edge (Ben-Israel, 2019, p. 254). The
military and economy in Israel reinforce each other through a strong synergy. Defence
research and development drive economic growth, especially in information technology, with
start-ups led by IDF veterans and built on infrastructure originally developed for defence
purposes. (Ben-Israel, 2019, p. 254). In 2018, Israel launched the National Initiative for
Secured Intelligent Systems to develop a national Al strategy, later scaled down to a more
limited National Program. The initiative framed Al as vital for both economic growth and
national security (Paltieli, 2022). Together, these developments situate Al as part of a longer
trajectory of technological innovation within the IDF, especially in relation to intelligence
processing and operational decision-making.
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1.2.2. The +972 Magazine Report and International Scrutiny

In April 2024 a report was published by +972 Magazine. The report relies upon testimonies
of six former IDF officials, all employed during the current Gaza war (Abraham, 2024). They
reveal that the IDF has used Al targeting systems during the initial phase of the Gaza war, to
generate a target list containing 37,000 alleged Hamas combatants. The Al targeting systems
used by the IDF described in the report are “The Gospel”, “Lavender” and “Where’s
Daddy?”. The Gospel and Lavender operate in similar ways, as The Gospel marks buildings
as targets, Lavender marks people and adds them to a kill list (Abraham, 2024).

The report reveals that in the beginning of the current Gaza war, IDF personnel were
encouraged to work based on the kill-lists generated by Lavender. On average, intelligence
personnel dedicated approximately 20 seconds to approve a person suggested by Lavender as
a legitimate target (Abraham, 2024). This resulted in the intelligence personnel using the
suggested individual's gender as the only indicator whether they were a target, where all
males suggested by Lavender were added to the kill list. This was done despite the knowledge
that Lavender makes an error in 10 percent of the cases (Abraham, 2024).

Furthermore, the report revealed that the IDF targeted individuals in their homes at night
whilst their family were present (Abraham, 2024). This was done through the Al system
called “Where’s Daddy?”, which was used to track the targeted individuals and carry out the
bombings when they entered their family homes. Thereby, the report concluded that the IDF’s
use of Al systems resulted in the death of many innocent civilians (Abraham, 2024).

These revelations sparked international debates, and the story spread through international
news sites (Haaretz, 2024; John, 2024; Le Monde, 2024; McKernan & Davies, 2024; Serhan,
2024; The Independent, 2024). The controversy was so widespread that the IDF released
official statements defending their alleged use of Al targeting systems; these statements are
part of the corpus analysed in this thesis. The +972 Magazine report was published in the first
six months of the war, and by then the IDF’s actions had received a lot of international
criticism. For instance, South Africa formally brought a case against Israel at the International
Court of Justice on 29 December 2023, accusing Israel of committing acts of genocide in the
Gaza Strip (International Court of Justice, 2023). In December 2023 Human Rights Watch
published a report accusing Israel of using famine as a weapon in the Gaza strip (Human
Rights Watch, 2023). On 27 March 2024 the United Nations’ Special Rapporteur on human
rights in the Palestinian territories has said that there are “reasonable grounds” to believe
Israel is committing genocide in Gaza (Brown, 2024). Moreover, B’ Tselem, an Israeli human
rights organization, published a report in April 2024 accusing Israel of manufacturing famine
in the Gaza strip, and thereby committing war crimes (B’ Tselem, 2024). At the end of 2024
Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch found Israel guilty of committing genocide
in the Gaza strip (Amnesty International, 2024; Human Rights Watch, 2024). In September of
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2025 the OHCHR commission reached the same conclusion, after they had researched the
claims of genocide since the start of the war in October 2023 (Office of the United Nations
High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2025).

This is the context within which the IDF’s communication regarding its use of Al must be
understood. By the time the +972 Magazine report was published, the IDF’s military conduct
in Gaza was already subject to intense international scrutiny and human rights investigations.
Allegations concerning Al-driven targeting practices thus emerged within an environment
characterised by legitimacy pressures and international scrutiny. This contested context is
central to understanding both the content and evolution of the IDF’s public statements on
artificial intelligence, which constitute the empirical material analysed in this thesis.

2. Literature Review

This literature review will review previous research on Al in warfare, research on the IDF’s
operationalization of military Al, on the IDF’s role in diffusing Israel public diplomacy and
their self-image as the most moral army in the world. The review ends by addressing the gap
in the existing research, and describes how this thesis will fill this gap.

2.2. The New Frontier: Artificial Intelligence in Modern Warfare

Across the history of military studies, new technologies have repeatedly been introduced with
the promise of fundamentally transforming the character of warfare. From the advent of
gunpowder to the development of aircraft, precision-guided munitions, and cyber capabilities.
During the last decade research on emerging military technologies have been largely focused
on ethical concerns the development of lethal autonomous weapons systems (AWS), which
emphasises warbots and the automation of killing (Amoroso & Tamburrini, 2021; Asaro,
2012; Horowitz, 2019; Merrin, 2018, Chapter 13; Scharre, 2018; Schwarz, 2018; Sharkey,
2011). Within this literature, Guo (2025) identifies three primary arguments used to justify the
ethical legitimacy of AWS. Gou states that these arguments replace ethical legitimacy with
technical capability, obscuring the central issue of reduced agential responsibility. As a result,
autonomous weapons lack ethical legitimacy due to unresolved accountability gaps and their
tendency to intensify humanitarian harm (Gou, 2025).

The rise of Al represents the latest military technological revolution. Many of the themes of
the earlier debates regarding AWS, such as human control, accountability and ethical
consideration, remain highly relevant as Al becomes increasingly integrated into military
systems (Amoroso & Tamburrini, 2021; Asaro, 2012; Horowitz, 2019; Merrin, 2018, Chapter
13; Scharre, 2018; Schwarz, 2018; Sharkey, 2011.) More recently, the focus within academia
has been on the transformative power of Al and how it may alter modern warfare and the
global balance of power (Galdorisi, 2024; Horowitz, 2018; Hynek & Solovyeva, 2022;
Johnson, 2021). Yet this work often treats Al as a revolutionary force in the abstract, rather

than examining concrete military applications.
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This has led to critics such as King (2024, 2025, p. 167) arguing that there has been an
exaggerated focus on the topics outlined above, which has led to the omission of other
important aspects of Al warfare. King (2025, p. 14) critiques Al-in-warfare scholarship for
assuming an inevitable Al-driven revolution, arguing this leads to selective evidence use and
overlooks the practical limits of Al in complex military contexts. The focus of Al-warfare
scholarship should be more focused on the areas where Al is actually used and developed for
military purposes, such as planning, targeting, and cyber operations (King, 2024, 2025, p.
168). Moreover, King states that the ethical implications that scholars should devote attention
to are the power private tech companies now hold over the military, and the emerging
military-tech complex (King 2024, 2025, p. 21).

Goldfarb and Lindsay (2022) are, like King, cautious against overstating Al’s military
potential. Noting that while Al excels at statistical prediction in stable, data-rich commercial
contexts, warfare presents very different conditions. Al may ease the burden of data
processing, but judgment remains inherently human and is not easily replaced (Goldfarb &
Lindsay, 2022). Jensen, Whyte, and Cuomo (2020) argue that Al could boost military
intelligence and operational speed, yet its adoption will be slowed and shaped by legal,
cultural, and organizational barriers. They find that a rapid integration risks detaching human
judgment from critical decisions, creating “ghosts in the machine” that could destabilize
warfare (Jensen et al., 2020). However, Goldfarb and Lindsay (2022) and Jensen et al. (2020)
are still very much speculative about the future use of Al thereby further stressing King's call
for research focused on actual cases of military Al use.

Building on King’s call for research on how Al is used in warfare, there is a further need to
examine how military actors themselves frame and justify their deployment of Al, an area
that remains largely unexplored. Existing research on this topic is extremely limited. Guo
(2025), as mentioned above, provides the closest example, though Gou’s focus is on AWS
rather than military Al practitioners. Therefore, the question of how military actors narrate
and justify the deployment of Al in real-world military contexts represents an immediate gap
in the literature. The IDF provides a perfect case for filling this gap in Al warfare research, as
the following section will show.

2.3. The Vanguard Case: IDFs’ Operationalization of Military Al
To move from the theoretical debates surrounding military Al to its tangible impact, one must
examine its most proactive and controversial adopter: the IDF. The IDF represents not merely
a case study, but a vanguard force that has operationalized Al at a scale and depth unmatched
by most modern militaries. This section examines the IDF as the primary actor through which
Israel’s military Al capabilities are developed and operationalized. While the object of
analysis is the IDF, much of the existing scholarship addresses military Al at the level of the
Israeli state, reflecting the close integration of military institutions, civilian infrastructure, and
national innovation policy. This section therefore reviews the literature on Israel’s military Al
development with a specific focus on how these dynamics materialize within the IDF’s
intelligence, targeting, and operational practices.
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Antebi and Dolinko (2024) analyse Israel’s military use of Al in defence and security, with
special attention devoted to intelligence, targeting, and operational planning (2024, pp.
397-410). They argue that Al-enabled systems have contributed to the IDFs’ success in
recent operations against Hamas in Gaza (Antebi & Dolinko, 2024, p. 398). Paltieli (2022)
critically examines Israel’s National Al program from an ethical governance perspective.
Paltieli’s main finding is that Israel’s lack of a coherent national Al strategy, and reliance
instead on a “national program”, reflects a deeply rooted cultural ethos of agility,
improvisation, and innovation. However, this same ethos also limits the country’s ability to
establish the ethical, regulatory, and participatory frameworks needed for trustworthy Al
governance (Paltieli, 2022).

Ford (2025) extends King’s concept of the military—tech complex by examining the
infrastructural conditions enabling Israel’s military Al capabilities. Ford focuses on how
Israel's Al capabilities operate, and brings attention to the complex infrastructure that is
required to utilize Al for targeting and intelligence (Ford, 2025b, p. 191). Ford (2025, p. 194)
states that the IDF’s effective use of Al for intelligence and targeting during the 2023
invasion of Gaza was enabled by the Gaza Strip’s proximity to Israel’s main fiber-optic cable
network. Ford’s analysis aligns with King’s concerns about the emerging military-tech
complex, as Ford argues that private companies “black-box” Al technologies, leaving
militaries unable to interpret outputs and dependent on the expertise and cooperation of tech
giants such as Google and Amazon, thus integrating private companies into the “kill chain”
(Ford 2025, pp. 208-209). Ford further notes that during Israel’s latest invasion of Gaza, the
IDF collected more data than it could store internally, forcing reliance on private cloud
services (Ford, 2025: 195).

Evron (2021) examines the relationship between changes in the IDF’s doctrine and Fourth
Industrial Revolution (4IR) technologies. While social and political factors drove doctrinal
change, 4IR technologies played a central role in shaping how the IDF modernized and
operated. Evron highlights that the integration of these technologies extends the conflict to
civilian infrastructure and populations and by blurring the military and civilian sectors. These
findings echo the concerns raised by King (2024, 2025) about the emerging military-tech
complex and Ford’s (2025) critiques of dependence on private tech actors.

Critical scholarship has examined the consequences of Israel's use of Al systems in Gaza.
Loewenstein argues that Israel is using Palestine as a testing ground for the weapons later
exported globally, calling this phenomenon the "Palestinian laboratory” (Loewenstein, 2024) .
Katibah (2024) follows along Lowenstein's lines and describes Gaza as a laboratory for
Al-enabled surveillance and weapons, where platforms such as Gospel, Lavender, and
Where's Daddy automate the production of targets at scale. She traces these systems back to
spyware and predictive policing programs, highlighting how flawed data practices and
surveillance logics are embedded in military Al (Katibah, 2024). Much of the literature on the
IDF’s use of Al systems during the 2023 Gaza invasion primarily summarizes, reviews, and
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references the original investigations by sources such as +972 Magazine, or cites secondary
newspaper reports that themselves rely on these original sources (see Gray, 2025, p. 87;
Grundy-Warr & Sidaway, 2025; Katibah, 2024; Nadibaidze et al., 2024, pp. 21-23; The
Independent Task Force on the Application of National Security Memorandum-20 to Israel,
2024, pp. 28-30).

In 2021, a book presenting the concept of the “human—machine team” as the future of
Al-enabled warfare was published under the under the pseudonym Y.S., later revealed to be
the commander of Israel’s elite intelligence Unit 8200 (Davies & McKernan, 2024; Y.S
Brigadier General, 2021, p. 29). In the book, Y.S. identifies “human bottlenecks” in targeting
and argues that a human-machine partnership could overcome these constraints by producing
more efficient “targets in context” (Y.S. Brigadier General, 2021, p. 41) This vision illustrates
how military Al was internally conceptualized within the IDF prior to the 2023-2024
controversy. That is, not as an autonomous replacement for humans, but as a force multiplier
that enhances operational speed and scale.

To conclude, the works of King (2024, 2025), Ford (2025), and Evron (2021) reveal that
Israel’s adoption of artificial intelligence is not only a matter of military innovation but also a
reconfiguration of the relationship between state, society, and technology. While the literature
discussed above provides valuable insight into how the IDF has developed and
operationalized artificial intelligence, it offers limited understanding of how these capabilities
are publicly framed and justified. Military Al does not speak for itself; its legitimacy depends
on how it is narrated to the audience. To understand how Al is transformed from a technical
capability into a legitimate military practice, it is therefore necessary to examine the IDF’s
public diplomacy and strategic communication.

2.4. IDF’s Public Diplomacy, and The Most Moral Army

Israel’s public diplomacy, often referred to as "Hasbara," is a well-researched area where the
IDF plays an active role. This section will begin by introducing the concept and then focus on
the IDF’s public diplomacy efforts. Hasbara functions as a strategic tool aimed at shaping
international perceptions and managing its global image. This diplomacy seeks to influence
foreign publics and governments by promoting selective narratives that portray Israel as a
democratic, moral, and progressive state. Scholars have researched Israeli public diplomacy
from different perspectives, from historical origins to its contemporary development (Gilbora
& Shai, 2011; Irigat & Owda, 2025; Magen & Lapid, 2018; Schleifer, 2003; Simonsen, 2019;
Steven R., 2019) to analyse “hasbara failures” (Hadari & Turgeman, 2018; Shenhav et al.,
2010; Shoval, 2007), or by focusing on Israel’s public diplomacy toward specific states
(Plistilova & Lizcova, 2025; Sarvestani et al., 2019).

The IDF plays an active part in Israel's broader public diplomacy efforts. Hadari & Turgeman
(2018) found that Israel's public diplomacy suffers from institutional weakness which has
resulted in an institutional void in terms of public diplomacy, which the IDF steps in and fills.
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Israel's public diplomacy is therefore largely shaped by the IDF, especially during times of
conflict (Hadari & Turgeman, 2018). Thereby making the IDF an important distributor of
Israeli strategic narrative under times of conflict. Which underscores the notion that the IDF
cares about, and is active in constructing, the narrative they are diffusing.

Magen and Lapid (2018) found that the IDF Spokesperson’s Unit repeatedly adapted its
public-diplomacy tactics and strategies during five wars (1948, 1967, 1973, 2006, 2009).
However, the IDF largely failed to undergo the deeper changes it would need to engage in
meaningful communication with foreign audiences, which limited how effective the IDF’s
influence through public diplomacy could be on a larger scale (Magen & Lapid, 2018).
Researchers have found that the IDF have used social media as a public diplomacy effort to
explain Israel's actions during wartime and to control the narrative that emerges (Banham,
2013; Daoudi, 2025: Heemsbergen & Lindgren, 2014; Moreno-Mercado & Calatrava-Garcia,
2023). For instance, Heemsbergen and Lindgren (2014) found that the IDF’s social media
posts were designed to establish legitimacy for the IDF’s actions. Combined, the literature on
IDF’s public diplomacy suggests that their public diplomacy efforts are not merely about
information dissemination or reputation management, but about the continuous production of
legitimacy for military violence.

Central to Israel’s public diplomacy is the long-standing narrative of the IDF as “the most
moral army”. This narrative functions as a moral framework through which military actions
are interpreted, justified, and defended in international arenas (Eastwood, 2017, p. 4; Zagor,
2010). The most moral army mythology is not a new concept; it is older than the IDF itself,
originating in pre-state doctrine defending Zionist settlements in Palestine (Eastwood, 2017,
p. 5; Khalidi, 2010). Part of this mythology is the portrayal of the Israeli soldier as inherently
moral (Eastwood, 2017, p. 6). Eastwood (2017, p. 8) argues that the IDF’s focus on being a
“moral army” isn’t just about defending its image; it’s part of a deeper ideological system that
makes Israeli militarism stronger. This mythology can be thought of as an Israeli strategic
narrative. Here, Israel's enemies, most often Hamas, have been labelled as “terrorists” and
branded as evil and genocidal, and therefore violence against them is portrayed as purely
defensive in nature (Eastwood, 2017, p. 8). IDF public diplomacy provides the
communicative infrastructure through which the most moral army narrative is diffused, while
the moral army mythology supplies the narrative justification that makes military practices,
including emerging technologies like Al, appear legitimate.

2.5. The Research Gap

While there is substantial research on Al in warfare in general, this review highlights a clear
gap: there is little scholarship on how the military actors narrate and justify the Al use in
practice. Existing studies focus on ethical debates or technological applications, but they
neglect the ways in which armies actively shape their narratives to legitimize Al in real-time
under public and international scrutiny. Moreover, the research illustrates that narrative
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diffusion is important for the IDF, and that the IDF exhibits Al capabilities. Yet no research
which combines narrative and military Al application research exists. This gap underscores
the need for research examining the narrative strategies through which armies defend and
normalize their Al-enabled military practices. The IDF presents a compelling case to address
the broader gap in understanding how militaries construct narratives that legitimize the use of
Al It combines an established commitment to public diplomacy and well-documented
Hasbara efforts with active deployment of Al in military operations. The IDF is known for its
cutting-edge technology, is branding itself as the “most moral army,” and has been open in its
military Al use, making it a unique case-study which can fill this gap in the research.

3. Theory

This section presents the theory used in this thesis, the Strategic Narrative Theory.

3.1. Strategic Narratives

Narratives are the ways in which we make sense of our world and our surroundings; it's the
story we tell others and ourselves about our reality (Patterson & Monroe, 1998). Narratives
are different from other forms of discourse as it has an element of temporality, and narratives
can be thought of as a sequence of events connected through time, space and causality, which
are selected and interpreted as meaningful for a specific audience (Colley, 2017; Patterson &
Monroe, 1998). Narratives are a socially constructed form of discourse that typically includes
actors, settings, and a plot, often following a structure where the past leads to the present and
shapes a possible future, frequently centred around conflict and its resolution (Colley, 2017).

For Miskimmon et al. (2017, p. 7), a narrative should contain agents, a scene, an act, and a
resolution or a suggested resolution. This way of thinking suggests that the temporal aspect,
the past, the present, and the future, are linked through the usage of the setting, action, and the
goal or purpose (Miskimmon et al., 2017, p. 7). Narratives can be helpful when trying to
understand how we situate ourselves in our reality, and it plays a critical role in the
construction of our political behaviour (Patterson & Monroe, 1998). We create and use
narratives to interpret and understand the political realities around us, both as individuals and
as larger groups (Patterson & Monroe, 1998).

Strategic narratives are selected pieces of discourse that are used as tools by political actors or
states to shape domestic and international behaviour by creating a shared understanding of the
past, present, and future in global politics (Miskimmon et al., 2017, p. 6). Thereby a strategic
narrative needs to have intent, it is constructed with a purpose to achieve a goal. Miskimmon
et al. distinguish between three different types of strategic narratives. First and foremost, there
are the International System Narratives, which describe how the world is structured, who the
main players are, and how the system works (Miskimmon et al., 2018: 8). The second are the
Identity Narratives, which solidify the story of the political actor, the values it holds, and the
goals it pursues as desirable (Miskimmon et al., 2017, p. 8). Lastly, there are the Issue
Narratives that establish why a policy is necessary and desirable and how it can be
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successfully implemented or accomplished (Miskimmon et al., 2017, p. 8). Freedman (2006)
states that a narrative will only become effective and work if it appeals to the audience's
values, interests, and prejudices, and it is not later exposed by new information or events. By
studying strategic narratives one can discover how actors aim to convince others to support
their own international political goals (Coticchia & Catanzaro, 2022). Therefore, in this case,
strategic narrative theory becomes a good tool that can help us reveal how the IDF is trying to
convince the international arena of the legitimacy behind their use of military Al capabilities.

Strategic narrative theory is most often used to explain the narratives of states and political
actors. However, the theory is not ontologically limited to states. Its core concern is not the
formal status of the actor, but the intentional construction of narratives aimed at shaping
audience perceptions of legitimacy, responsibility, and power. As Miskimmon et al.
emphasize, strategic narratives are produced by political actors with the capacity to project
meaning across borders and influence interpretations of events (2018: 6-8). This definition
leaves open the question of which actors possess such capacity. In the Israeli case, the IDF
does not merely implement state policy but actively shapes Israel’s strategic narrative during
wartime, often filling institutional gaps in civilian public diplomacy as shown in Section 2.4.
The IDF possess dedicated communication units, produce official statements, engage directly
with international media, and communicate independently through digital platforms.
Applying Strategic Narrative Theory to the IDF therefore constitutes a theoretically grounded
extension of the framework rather than a departure from it.

Strategic narrative theory is particularly well-suited for this thesis because it offers a
framework for understanding how the military uses stories to shape both domestic and
international perceptions of power, legitimacy, and technological progress. In the case of the
IDF, examining the strategic narrative surrounding military Al enables us to trace how the
military constructs and adapts its story about technological innovation, security, and morality
over time. This approach makes it possible to identify which elements of the IDF’s narrative,
such as its self-image as a technological pioneer, its framing of Al as essential for national
survival, or its portrayal of ethical responsibility, are emphasised or redefined in response to
changing political and military contexts.

4. Methodology

This thesis employs a qualitative research design to examine how the IDF constructs and
adapts its strategic narrative on the use of military Al capabilities. This study will utilize a
Narrative Analysis. This methodological framework is designed to uncover both the core
structure and meaning making of the IDF’s strategic narrative, as well as the discursive
elements used to portray and justify its Al use within the context of the Gaza War.

4.1. Research Design and Data Collection
This study is constructed as a longitudinal case study that traces the IDF’s narrative on
military use of Al from 2020 to 2025. The data consists of primary textual sources produced
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for an international English-speaking audience, as well as official IDF comments and
statements made to the media. The data is organized into two distinct temporal periods:

A) 2020-2023: The period surrounding Operation Guardian of the Walls, framed as
Israel's “first Al war”

B) 2024 - 2025: The period following the investigative report on the Al targeting systems
used in Gaza.

The corpus consists of seven articles for Period A and three articles for Period B. While this
is a relatively small dataset, the thesis prioritizes quality over quantity. For Period A, the
sources have been carefully selected to include only news articles containing direct quotes
from IDF officials as primary sources, as well as a transcription of an official IDF video (see
Appendix 2 for transcription). For Period B, the dataset is even smaller; however, it represents
the complete set of official IDF statements for that period. To maintain clarity and readability,
the empirical material is referenced using document identifiers (e.g. A1, A2), which
correspond to a complete list of sources provided in Appendix 1. One analysed article was no
longer publicly available at the time of the thesis submission; the analysis is based on a
contemporaneous copy archived by the author.

Although the dataset is limited in size, this is appropriate given the interpretive nature of the
study, which focuses on narrative analysis. The small corpus allows for a detailed and
thorough examination of the narratives, ensuring depth of analysis rather than breadth. The
study will focus on data related to the offensive use of military Al targeting and will not
include narratives surrounding defensive Al systems, such as the Iron Dome. This decision
was made since the IDF material available in English was concerning the offensive
applications of Al.

4.2. Analytical Framework: Narrative Analysis

The narrative analysis will follow Oppermann and Spencer's (2023) framework but is adapted
to fit the research aims of this study. Narrative analysis aims at identifying and reconstructing
narratives in the discourse analysed (Oppermann & Spencer, 2023, p. 120). Therefore, the
analysis centres around three interrelated elements of a strategic narrative: setting, characters,
and emplotment (Miskimmon et. al, 2017, p. 7). Whilst strategic narratives can be
conceptualized in different ways, they all involve these elements at their core (Oppermann &
Spencer, 2023, p. 120). The setting provides the context in which the narrative unfolds, the
characters are the agents who put the story together, and the emplotment scripts what happens
in the narrative (Oppermann & Spencer, 2023). By focusing on these three elements, the
analysis can follow a clear methodological template, which will facilitate the exploration of
the strategic narrative's development.

The first part of the analysis, therefore, focuses on identifying these structural elements of the
narrative. This has been done by coding the material in a qualitative content analysis manner.
The coding scheme has been developed inductively through a close reading of the corpus,
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which allowed for capture of the general aspects of the narrative setting, characterisation, and
emplotment. The setting element focuses on references about the backdrop against which the
narrative is being told (Oppermann & Spencer, 2023, p. 120). For the characterisation
dimension, the analysis will map how the cast of characters are being characterised, which
will provide understanding of the motives, interests, and behaviours of the narrative's actors.
(Oppermann & Spencer, 2023, p. 121).

For the emplotment element, Oppermann and Spencer (2023, p. 122) suggest focusing on
four central questions. These have been narrowed down to three and operationalised to fit the
research focus of Al narratives.

- Q1: What is the nature of the decision support systems (DSS)? Is the DSS depicted as
Al or not? What are the inherent traits of the DSS?

- Q2: How does the narrative construct the reasons for the Al use? Is it framed as a
response to an immediate threat (such as Hamas rockets), a long-term strategic
necessity, or as an expression of national identity (such as the technologically superior
image)?

- Q3: How does the narrative construe the objects of the Al use? How is the story
oriented toward a desired future, such as a battlefield with zero friendly casualties, a
decisive victory over terrorism, or securing IDF technological superiority.

The coding has been done using the qualitative data analysis software NVivo, which will help
process the coded material. For the final coding scheme, see the codebook in Appendix 3.

The narrative analysis framework has been chosen for this study as it provides a seamless fit
to the Strategic Narrative Theory utilized. Miskommon et al. (2017) discuss agents, scenes,
and acts as essential pieces of a strategic narrative, and this approach directly translates into
an operational toolkit by focusing on the characters, setting, and emplotment elements.
Thereby, it becomes a bridge between theory and the practical data analysis.

4.3. Limitations and Ethical Considerations

The data collection for this study is limited to English-language material, which inevitably
excludes sources published in Hebrew. Consequently, this research focuses on the IDF’s
strategic narrative about military Al as it is communicated to the international community.
Future research could extend this analysis to Hebrew-language materials to explore how
internal, domestic narratives are constructed and diffused.

As an interpretive method, narrative analysis involves a degree of analytical subjectivity. To
mitigate this, the study employs a transparent coding scheme, systematic categorisation, and
quotations to allow readers to assess the plausibility of the interpretations. It is vital for the
researcher to engage with reflexivity and positionality. Reflexivity requires the researcher to
critically examine how their interpretations, shaped by personal and contextual factors
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throughout the research process, influence the knowledge claims they present (Schwartz-Shea
& Yanow, 2013, p. 100). Researchers must assess their own background and belief systems in
relation to their study (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2013, p. 102)). For this research, it is
important to address the fact that there is a cultural and geographic distance between the
researcher and the subject of analysis.

It is essential to discuss the researcher’s positionality given the sensitivity of the
Israel—Palestine conflict. Particularly as the conflict has been classified as a genocide by
several international organization (Amnesty International, 2024; Human Rights Watch, 2024;
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2025). The researcher
acknowledges a strong sense of empathy with Palestinian civilians and victims of this
genocide and previous hostilities. However, the analytical aim of this study is not to evaluate
the moral legitimacy of military actions, but to examine how legitimacy is constructed
discursively by the IDF. This study does not seek to legitimize or delegitimize IDF military
actions. Rather, it aims to understand how the IDF discursively constructs, defends, and
adapts its narrative of military Al use during two specific time periods, 2020-2023 and
2024-2025. To prevent personal moral responses from overshadowing the analysis, the study
adheres to a systematic and transparent methodological framework, focusing on narrative
structures, recurring themes, and shifts over time rather than normative judgment. Reflexivity
is therefore treated as an ongoing practice throughout the research process, ensuring that
empathy informs ethical awareness without determining analytical conclusions.

5. Analysis

This chapter analyses how the IDF’s strategic narrative on military artificial intelligence is
constructed and transformed between 2020 and 2025. Drawing on Strategic Narrative Theory,
the chapter examines narrative content, identity construction, and legitimation strategies
across two periods.

5.1 Constructing Al as a Strategic Necessity

During Period A (2020-2023), the IDF’s strategic narrative consistently frames artificial
intelligence as a necessary and an integral component of contemporary warfare. Al-enabled
decision support systems are depicted as essential tools for managing complexity, accelerating
operational tempo, and maintaining military effectiveness.

At the core of this narrative is the way the nature of the DSS is framed. There is no doubt that
the DSS used by the IDF have Al capabilities, as the system is explicitly labelled as such.
These AI DSS is portrayed as a new groundbreaking, highly advanced technology that will
disrupt the entire way wars are fought. AI DSS will change the battlefield forever. This is
explicitly articulated through references to Operation Guardian of the Walls, which is the
IDF’s name of their campaign during the 2021 Israel-Palestine crises. These references
function as the narrative setting in which the Al is first introduced as an operational
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capability. The operation is repeatedly described as the "first Al war”, and its success is
credited to these new Al capabilities:

“For the first time, artificial intelligence was a key component and power multiplier in fighting the
enemy,” an IDF Intelligence Corps senior officer said.” (Source: Al)

“Indeed for the first time in battle, much of the effort was assisted by the IDF s artificial intelligence
programs, making this the IDF'’s “first Al war,” according to Military Intelligence.” (Source: Al).

By framing military adaptation of Al as groundbreaking and disruptive, the narrative
constructs technological advancements as both inevitable and necessary. Warfare without Al
is implicitly relegated to the past, while future conflicts are imagined as inseparable from it.
This becomes the temporal element of the IDF’s strategic narrative. The necessity of Al DSS
is then further emphasised by framing Al as highly efficient in multiple domains. One of its
main attributes is the AI’s capacity to improve the IDF’s ability to process intelligence,
generate targets, and act rapidly:

“At a practical level, it means being able to incriminate a new target in three minutes which before
would have taken 24 hours. This means that Al is laying out all of the mines of data for intelligence
analysts neatly, succinctly and at high speed.” (Source: A6).

These attributes are repeatedly emphasised as operational advantages that justify the
technology’s use. Furthermore, the AI DSS are framed as enhancing operational efficiency by
minimizing casualties and shortening the overall duration of the conflict. This framing
portrays the AI DSS in a positive light, emphasizing the notion of Al decision support as
beneficial rather than controversial:

“This allowed Military Intelligence to not only kill several dozen top operatives from Hamas and the
Palestinian Islamic Jihad, the second-most significant terror group in the Strip, but also to do so with
a smaller number of civilian casualties.” (Source: A2)

It also functions to legitimize the use of military Al and to present it as a strategic necessity:

“The military believes that using Al helped shorten the length of the fighting, having been effective
and quick in gathering targets using super-cognition.” (Source: A3).

Furthermore, the setting in which this narrative is crafted and exists within, is in the context
of the 2021 Israel-Palestine crises, and there are frequent references to the security threats that
Israel is facing throughout the narrative. These further cements the message that it is
necessary for the IDF to possess Al capabilities:

“Israeli troops heading to war, be it in Gaza or Lebanon, will have a clearer picture of their enemy
and battlefield than ever before, an IDF Military Intelligence Directorate senior officer told The

Jerusalem Post Monday.” (Source: AS).
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These references to external threats deliver the message that the IDF will likely need military
Al again to overcome them. This further legitimises the usage of military Al. Moreover, the
construction of Al as necessary is closely linked to the characterisation of the actors apparent
in the strategic narrative, which in Period A is the IDF and Hamas. Throughout the narrative
Hamas is characterised as a legitimate and persistent security threat. This is achieved by
describing Hamas various military capabilities, tunnel networks and by referring to them as a
terror organization. This turns the IDF’s military Al into a crucial component required to
combat Hamas:

“Hamas § underground “Metro” tunnel network was also heavily damaged over the course of several
nights of airstrikes. Military sources said they were able to map the network, consisting of hundreds of

’

kilometers under residential areas, to a degree where they knew almost everything about them.’
(Source: Al).

This characterisation is treading a thin line, between successfully establishing Hamas as a
legitimate target, and still maintaining IDF’s superiority over them. Whenever Hamas’s
military capabilities are discussed, the IDF’s efforts are consistently emphasised and framed
as successful and superior. For instance, when Hamas’s tunnel networks are described, the
key takeaway is not merely that Hamas possesses extensive tunnels, but that the IDF is also
successful at locating and dismantling them. As a result, Hamas is presented as a legitimate
adversary, yet one that the IDF will be able to overcome:

“Though the Israel Defense Forces firmly believes that it dealt a serious blow to Hamas s military
capabilities and undermined its core strategies by attacking its underground tunnel network inside the
Gaza Strip, it acknowledges that the terror group still has thousands of rockets in its arsenals and
could easily decide to use them again.” (Source: A2).

Through this framing, Al becomes a crucial instrument for maintaining the IDF’s military
superiority and protecting national security, further embedding its use within a logic of
necessity.

The IDF has crafted a strategic narrative where military Al application is portrayed as able to
shorten the duration of conflict, reduce casualties whilst also targeting adversaries in a highly
efficient manner. This framing constitutes an issue narrative in which Al is presented as the
solution to a clearly defined problem: to combat the threats to Israel's security in an efficient
and advanced manner. Taken together, these narrative elements form a coherent issue
narrative structured around temporality. This means that warfare without Al is portrayed as
outdated, while the present is defined by the rise of Al-enabled operations. The future is
implicitly imagined as one in which Israel faces evolving security threats, making advanced
technologies indispensable for addressing them. Within this temporal framework, choosing
not to employ Al appears strategically irrational as the narrative only emphasises the benefits
of utilising Al capabilities. Al is thus presented as a required capability rather than a
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contested policy choice, laying the groundwork for its initial legitimacy within the IDF’s
strategic narrative.

5.2. Constructing the IDF as a Technologically Advanced Military Force
There is also a strong identity narrative constructed during Period A. This narrative presents
the IDF as a technologically advanced, innovative and efficient military organization capable
of integrating cutting-edge technology into its operational practices. This identity narrative
exists in tandem with the issue narrative discussed in Section 5.1, and the two narratives
reinforce each other. While the issue narrative establishes why Al is appealing and necessary,
the identity narrative establishes the IDF as an actor capable of using such advanced
technology:

“Soldiers in Unit 8200, an Intelligence Corps elite unit, pioneered algorithms and code that led
to several new programs called “Alchemist,” “Gospel” and “Depth of Wisdom,” which were
developed and used during the fighting.” (Source: A1)

“The IDF has been working on Al for decades after troops and officers first recognized the need and
realized that the military and defense establishment had to invest time and manpower in the
development of the technology.” (Source: A3).

Moreover, the IDF frames the 2021 Israel-Palestine hostilities as a quintessential turning point
in the ways which wars are fought. Not only for the IDF but for militaries all over the world.
The IDF is portrayed as the leader of this new pioneering way of conducting warfare within
this identity narrative. Contributing to a larger identity narrative that establishes the IDF as a
highly capable and technologically superior military army.

A central reference to the setting this narrative is constructed within, is the emphasis on
collaboration between the IDF and the civilian technology sector. The IDF repeatedly states
that they have adapted civilian Al technologies for military purposes and describes how they
have worked with civilian companies to develop their military Al capabilities. This process is
framed as both natural and unproblematic. Furthermore, statements from military officials’
stress that the civilian companies do not object to their technologies being repurposed for
military use:

“Companies from abroad have no issue with the Israeli military using their technology, even if it is
used during wartime, he said.” (Source: AS5).

Within the identity narrative, this framing serves a legitimising function. By embedding
military Al development in the civilian technological sector, the IDF normalises its use of Al
and presents itself at the forefront of a broader ecosystem of progress and innovation. Ethical
concerns are not addressed directly, instead legitimacy is constructed indirectly by stating that
the civilian companies do not object to the adaptation of their technology. Signalling that
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5.3. Narrative Rupture: Denying Al

During Period A, there are two clear strategic narratives about the IDFs application of
military Al. The issue narrative that portrays Al as a strategic necessity and the identity
narrative which portrayed IDF at the technological forefront. The systems used by the IDF are
explicitly described as Al systems within Period A. This is including the targeting system
Gospel, which is one of the systems that the +972 Magazine report discusses (Abraham,
2024).

““Gospel” used Al to generate recommendations for troops in the research division of Military
Intelligence, which used them to produce quality targets and then passed them on to the IAF to
strike.” (Source: Al).

However, the way this system is portrayed in Period B, is remarkably different. Suddenly this
system does not have any Al capabilities whatsoever according to the IDF:

Two tools used by the IDF have recently received significant media attention; ‘Habsora’ (‘the gospel’
in Hebrew) and ‘Lavender’. Media reports — relying on unidentified sources — have claimed that (a)
these are systems that employ artificial intelligence to autonomously select targets for attack, and (b)
they are used to attack targets inconsistently with international law. Both claims are completely false.
(source: B2)

This is the turning point where narrative becomes ruptured. The IDF’s strategic narrative has
been challenged by the +972 Magazine report, resulting in a dramatic narrative shift.
Ilustrated by the quotes above. The Gospel that previously have been described as Al, is
suddenly not Al anymore. Such claims made are completely false. The new strategic narrative
that is crafted after this narrative rupture will be further analysed in the following sections.

5.4. The Reframing of Military Al

While Period A is characterized by narratives of technological advancement and strategic
necessity, Period B (2024-2025) marks a shift toward a defensive issue narrative aimed at
mitigating legitimacy loss. In this phase, Al is no longer framed as a strategic asset but as a
reputational risk that must be managed through denial and reframing.

At the core of the IDF’s new defensive issue narrative in Period B (2024-2025), is the total
denial of Al targeting capabilities. The IDF is pushing the notion that these systems, that in
the previous period were driven by Al, are not systems anymore. These systems are reframed
as mere tools in a larger intelligence process:
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“The process of identifying military targets in the IDF consists of various types of tools and methods,
including information management tools, which are used in order to help the intelligence analysts to
gather and optimally analyze the intelligence, obtained from a variety of sources.” (Source: B2).

“The "system" your questions refer to is not a system, but simply a database whose purpose is to
cross-reference intelligence sources, in order to produce up-to-date layers of information on the
military operatives of terrorist organizations.” (Source: B1)

“Target identification is only but one part of a wider targeting process, that results in a decision by an
operational commander.” (Source: B2).

Within this issue narrative, the IDF are minimizing the capabilities of their decision support
systems. They emphasise the larger intelligence process, stressing that their intelligence
process has many steps. This ensures that the intelligence process is not perceived as
automated. The DSS are presented as data management tools, and nothing more. The use of
such tools is justified by reference to the vast volumes of data that the military is required to
collect and process. Through this reframing, Al is effectively repackaged as a mundane and
administrative technology used solely to manage large volumes of information:

“As a result, the IDF is required to process large amounts of intelligence in an effective manner. To do
so, intelligence analysts may use different processes and tools, including technological tools, that help
to compile and fuse different layers of intelligence in a comprehensive and more efficient manner than
manually doing so.” (Source: B2)

Moreover, in Period B, the IDF frames its use of DSS as common and widely accepted:
“The same is done by militaries, and indeed any organization, worldwide.” (Source: B2).

Thereby the IDF constructs legitimacy through normalization rather than technological
distinction. This marks a notable shift from Period A, in which the IDF emphasised its
position at the forefront of military technological innovation. In Period B, technological
capability is instead deliberately downplayed, with the IDF aligning itself with the same
organizations and militaries it previously framed as less advanced. To further legitimise their
targeting practice, the IDF is heavily emphasising the human factor. Human oversight and
control are moved to the forefront of this issue narrative, which serves as a legitimisation tool
for the IDF’s targeting practices:

“As the IDF published, the identification of targets for attacks is always done by human analysts, who
are subject to clear and defined procedures. Such technologies in no way undermine the commanders'
capability to uphold their international law obligations but rather augment their ability to do so.”

(Source: B3).

This issue narrative seeks to neutralize critiques accusing the IDF of automating its targeting
practices by portraying intelligence operations as firmly human-controlled and conducted in
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accordance with international humanitarian law. The IDF further legitimises its use of these
tools, and its targeting practices more broadly, by portraying Hamas as a legitimate security
threat. The DDS tools are presented as instruments of defense against Hamas, consistently
framed as a genuine threat. This characterisation reinforces the notion that the IDF’s actions
are justified acts of self-defence:

“This ongoing threat required forceful and decisive action to effectively confront it, including striking
thousands of Hamas military objectives and militants in a relatively short time.” (Source: B3).

The central problem addressed in this narrative is the emergence of accusations that targeting
decisions are automated, indiscriminate, and potentially unlawful (Abraham, 2024). In
response, the IDF constructs a defensive issue narrative that reframes targeting as a
fundamentally human-led and procedural process, in which technological tools function
solely as aids for data management and intelligence analysis rather than as autonomous
decision-makers. Through this reframing, the narrative seeks to legitimise the continuation of
military operations and targeting practices by emphasising human control, institutional
procedures, and compliance with international humanitarian law.

5.5 Revival of the Most Moral Army

In tandem with the defensive issue narrative analysed above, there is also a thoroughly
constructed identity narrative evident in Period B. As in the Period A, the identity narrative
and issue narrative reinforce each other and help amplify the message each narrative seeks to
diffuse. The identity narrative in this period seeks to convey the image of the IDF as a moral
and trustworthy army. Once again this becomes a symptom of the narrative rupture, where the
identity narrative changes from establishing the IDF as a technologically superior army to
focusing on portraying the IDF as a morally superior army. This identity is mainly
constructed through emphasising that the IDF is acting in accordance with International
Humanitarian Law, and that each strike and its repercussions are thoroughly investigated
beforehand:

“(...) The IDF directs its strikes only towards military targets and military operatives and carries out
strikes in accordance with the rules of proportionality and precautions in attacks.” (Source: B1)

“As for the manner of carrying out the strikes - the IDF makes various efforts to reduce harm to

civilians to the extent feasible in the operational circumstances ruling at the time of the strike.” (Source: B1)

The narrative functions through ensuring that the strikes the IDF has conducted with the help
of the DSS are framed as ethical, legitimate, and legally justified. Emphasising that the IDF
are doing their utmost to protect civilian lives. Moreover, the IDF are framing their use of the
DSS as something that will ensure precision during the strikes and limit the risk of error.
Thereby framing DSS as systems which will ensure accuracy and help reducing the cost of
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civilian lives. In extension, this ensures that the IDF is, by using such systems, perceived as a
moral army, who are merely adapting modern technology to save civilians:

“(...) These tools improve the quality of the intelligence process outcome. They facilitate the
accessibility of the analyst to relevant information and help the analyst be more informed of the most
up-to-date and relevant intelligence sources, making the analyses more precise. They reduce the risk
of errors that may occur in intelligence analyses.” (Source: B2).

Another way this identity narrative functions is by comparing the IDF to Hamas, with Hamas
characterised as embodying the very qualities the IDF seeks to reject. In contrast to the moral
IDF, Hamas does not care about IHL. Nor do Hamas care about civilians or rules of
engagement. This ensures that Hamas is perceived as a legitimate target for the IDF to strike,
but it also contributes to the framing of Israel as moral in comparison to Hamas:

“Contrary to Hamas, the IDF is committed to international law and acts accordingly” (Source: B1)

Furthermore, in Period B, the identity narrative is constructed by referring to the setting in
which it takes place. Here the IDF is selling the story of how this ongoing war is unlike any
war ever seen before. This contributes to the construction of the IDF as the most moral army
by comparison, as they are doing everything in their power to fight their advisory Hamas:

“But when the same rules are applied to different realities, they yield different outcomes. Under the
laws of armed conflict, within the context of an ongoing war, there is no limit on the number of lawful
strikes that can be carried out, nor on the pace of such strikes or the total number of munitions used.
Criticism against the IDF based merely on different figures or outcomes is, accordingly, superficial
and misleading.” (Source: B4)

“In no other war had a democracy faced a terror organization with such military-grade capabilities
that seeks its annihilation while attacking it from a neighboring territory it controls (...)” (Source:
B4).

Taken together, the identity narrative in Period B conveys a self-image of the IDF as a moral,
lawful, and responsible military actor operating under extraordinary circumstances. Through
repeated references to international humanitarian law, civilian protection, and procedural
oversight, the IDF constructs an identity grounded in ethical conduct rather than technological
superiority. At the same time, DSS are reframed as tools to reduce operational errors. This
identity narrative is further reinforced through contrastive framing vis-a-vis Hamas and
through the narrative framing of this war as an exceptional conflict setting. As such, the
identity narrative in Period B operates in tandem with the defensive issue narrative, jointly
working to reestablish legitimacy in a context marked by international criticism.

6. Discussion

This thesis has sought to reveal how the IDF has constructed their narrative on their military
Al use through 2020 to 2025, and how this narrative was used to construct legitimacy of their
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military Al application. The analysis showed a significant narrative rupture: while Al was
initially narrated as a strategic necessity and a source of technological superiority, it later
became distinctly downplayed to the point where the IDF outright denied having used any Al
capabilities. Instead, the same systems that in Period A have been labelled as Al were in
Period B reframed as mere administrative tools utilised in a much larger human-controlled
intelligence process. This shift was accompanied by the revival of the long-standing identity
narrative of the IDF as the most moral army. These findings suggest that military Al is not
only an operational capability but a profoundly political object whose legitimacy depends on
its compatibility with existing moral narratives. The discussion that follows situates these
findings within broader themes of strategic narratives, military legitimacy, and the politics of
emerging technologies.

First and foremost, the nature of the IDF’s Al narrative went through a dramatic change. This
is perhaps not that strange as the context and setting of the narrative changed. In Period A, the
IDF was able to control their strategic narrative by giving interviews where they boasted
about their Al capabilities, and their technological superiority. They could issue official
statements about how they would change the ways in which all wars are fought with their
new advanced Al technology. This narrative was curated against the backdrop of their
relevant success with their Al usage in a two-week-long escalation of hostilities in Gaza in
2021. However, in Period B the setting changed dramatically. From a controlled two-week
long engagement to a full-on war. A war in during which the IDF faces international criticism
for their conducting, and a war during which they are under genocide investigation (Amnesty
International, 2024; B’ Tselem, 2024; Human Rights Watch, 2023, 2024; ICJ, 2023; Oftice of
the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2025). Ultimately, this criticism
unfolded during a war, whereas the cherry on top, an investigative article was published
where the IDF is portrayed as a cold, murderous, industrialized killing apparatus (Abraham,
2024). In the +972 Magazine report, the IDF is portrayed as an army that uses Al to produce
kill-lists where anyone who is male is targeted, as well as their homes and families. This is
the new setting in which the IDF is in desperate need of a new strategic narrative. The
previous Al narratives emphasised the effectiveness of advanced Al capabilities during
military operations and portrayed the IDF as a technologically superior force. Those
narratives do not hold anymore; the legitimacy crisis is too grave and needs to be addressed.
The IDF needs to defend themselves, and to do so; they change their narrative. This further
shows that the construction of a strategic narrative is a continuous process that is very
sensitive to the context during which the narratives take place, and that to achieve legitimacy
the narrative needs to be believable.

In Period B, with the new setting outlined above, the IDF needed to change their identity
narrative. The old one, used in Period A, portrays them as a technological superpower. That
identity narrative does not serve them anymore due to the way they are portrayed by the +972
Magazine. The report frames the IDF as an industrialised killing-apparatus. Thus, continuing
to play the technological superpower—card would not be beneficial for the IDF anymore, as
that would only reinforce the characterisation of the report. As Freedman (2006) argues; a
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strategic narrative will only work if it appeals to the audience's values, interests, and
prejudices, and it is not later exposed by new information or events. In Period B, the IDFs
strategic identity narrative unintentionally validates the critical framings of the + 972
Magazine report. The strategic identity narrative no longer serves the IDF in the way they
intended when they constructed it. Therefore, the IDF abruptly regressed back to an old
trusted strategic identity narrative. One that they hope will counteract and overshadow the old
identity narrative. That is the most moral army narrative apparent in Period B.

The strategic characterisation of the IDF as the most moral army in Period B not only works
by counteracting the old, hijacked identity narrative, and defending the use of their decision
support systems. It also serves a broader legitimating purpose by discursively justifying the
war in Gaza as a whole. Through this narrative, the IDF is consistently constructed as a
moral, restrained, and trustworthy actor, while Hamas is positioned as its absolute moral
opposite. Hamas is repeatedly characterised as an inherently evil terrorist organisation, most
prominently through references to the October 7 attacks, which are mobilized as proof of its
alleged barbarity and moral depravity.

This asymmetric moral framing ensures that Hamas is rendered a self-evidently legitimate
target of violence, while simultaneously elevating the IDF’s actions above scrutiny. Crucially,
this moral binary is reinforced through claims of exceptionalism. In Period B, the conflict is
repeatedly framed as unprecedented, thereby implying that conventional legal, ethical, and
proportionality standards are insufficient or inapplicable. Within this narrative, the IDF is
implicitly granted a form of moral exemption: extraordinary threats are said to require
extraordinary measures including the expanded use of force and advanced technologies.
Simultaneously, the IDF is consistently denying having used both unproportional amount of
force and Al targeting systems. However, the narrative sends the message that even if they
would have committed the acts they are accused of, they would still be morally superior to
Hamas. Denial and moral comparison are working in parallel in this strategic narrative. If
Hamas is positioned as the greater moral evil, the IDF’s actions, regardless of scale or
consequence, are framed as comparatively acceptable. The most moral army narrative thus
operates as a powerful legitimisation mechanism that transforms moral comparison into moral
immunity, enabling the normalisation of extensive violence under the guise of ethical
necessity.

Moreover, in Period A, the IDF’s technologically advanced identity narrative explicitly
references collaboration with private technology companies, thereby positioning military Al
development within a broader civilian technological ecosystem. This narrative move reflects
what King (2024, 205) describes as the emergence of a military—tech complex, in which
private technology companies are increasingly embedded in military operations and strategic
imaginaries. While this study does not empirically examine the operational role of private
companies, the IDF’s own narrative emphasis on technological partnership raises important
ethical and political implications.
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These implications are particularly salient as the IDF relied on private cloud infrastructure for
data storage during the 2023 Gaza conflict (Ford, 2025a, p. 195). When military data
associated with large-scale violence is hosted and managed through private company
platforms, questions arise regarding responsibility, complicity, and profit within contemporary
warfare. In contexts where military actions have been described by international human rights
organizations as genocidal, the integration of private technology companies into military data
infrastructures risks extending the moral and political stakes of violence beyond the state
itself. This echoes King’s (2024, 2025) call for further research focusing on the ethical
implications on the emerging military-tech complex, especially in the Israeli case as these
private companies are profiting of data storage used to commit a genocide. Moreover, Ford
(2025, pp. 208-209) draws attention to ethical concerns that operate in the opposite direction.
This furthermore suggests that future research should examine the leverage private
technology companies may gain over military organizations when sensitive military data is
entrusted in the hands of private tech-giants.

From a narrative perspective, the normalisation of military—private technological
collaboration serves to depoliticise military Al by embedding it within the neutral domain of
civilian innovation and efficiency. At the same time, it obscures the extent to which private
companies may benefit economically from warfare. While this thesis cannot make such
claims, it highlights the need for further research into how the emerging military—tech
complex reshapes accountability, ethical responsibility, and legitimacy in Al-enabled warfare

Furthermore, the IDF’s repeated emphasis on the operational success of Al-enabled targeting
systems during Period A can also be situated within the broader political economy of
contemporary warfare. Loewenstein’s (2024) notion of the “Palestinian laboratory” provides a
critical framework for examining how prolonged military domination can transform
Palestinian territory into a recurring site of technological testing. Through its strategic
narrative, the IDF foregrounds the successful deployment of new Al targeting systems in
Gaza, thereby participating in a framing that converts military violence into evidence of
technological superiority. When related to the critiques of Loewenstein (2024) and Katibah
(2024), Gaza functions not merely as a theatre of war but as a site through which military
domination produces technological legitimacy and economic value for both state and
associated technology industries. These dynamics raise profound ethical and analytical
questions as Palestinian lives and spaces become embedded within a military—technological
production cycle. While this thesis has focused on the role of strategic narratives in
legitimizing Al-enabled warfare, it points toward the need for further research into the
political-economic dimensions of the conflict. Future studies could examine how narratives
of technological success facilitate the translation of military violence into market value at the
expense of the conflict-laden civilians.

Overall, the analysis demonstrates that the IDF’s strategic narratives surrounding military Al
and moral identity function as adaptive mechanisms of legitimation. While the content of the
narrative shifts between Period A and Period B, from technological superiority to moral
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exceptionalism, the underlying objective remains constant: to preserve the legitimacy of Al
capabilities in military action under changing conditions. When Al capabilities could be
framed as effective and progressive, they were openly emphasised; when they became
associated with large-scale harm and moral controversy, they were downplayed, redefined, or
denied. The revival of the most moral army narrative in Period B thus operates as a narrative
strategy that absorbs critique and reasserts legitimacy, demonstrating how military Al and
moral identity are mobilized together to justify violence in contexts of heightened scrutiny.

7. Conclusion

This thesis has researched how the IDF have constructed strategic narratives about their use
of military A during two periods, Period A (2020-2023) and Period B (2024-2025). The data
consisted of official IDF statements to the media, and official IDF statements published on
their own channels during both periods. Through the use of Narrative Analysis, and by
utilising Strategic Narrative Theory, the thesis finds that the IDF constructed four main
strategic narratives during these periods. In Period A, the IDF crafted a strategic issue
narrative that framed the usage of military Al as a strategic necessity. During this period, they
also conveyed a strategic identity narrative that framed the IDF as a highly technologically
advanced army. Then in 2023 the IDF launched a new war in Gaza, the + 972 Magazine and
report was published and accused the IDF of utilising Al targeting systems in a manner which
was not in accordance with International Humanitarian Law. This, in combination with
widespread international criticism of the IDFs warfare conduct, resulted in a narrative
rupture. Thereby, in Period B the strategic narratives changed. A defensive strategic issue
narrative emerged that explicitly denied the usage of Al targeting systems and instead
reframed the decision support systems as mere data management tools. In tandem with this, a
new strategic identity narrative was crafted. The identity narrative in Period B regressed back
into an old identity narrative of the IDF, the most moral army narrative. This strategic identity
narrative constructed the IDF as a very ethical and trustworthy army.

These findings demonstrate that the IDF’s strategic narratives surrounding military Al and
moral identity function primarily as instruments of legitimation rather than as stable
descriptions of military practice. Across both periods, the content of the narrative shifts
substantially, from technological exceptionalism to moral exceptionalism, yet its underlying
purpose remains constant: to render the conduct of military Al as acceptable and justifiable to
the relevant audiences.

The narrative rupture identified between Period A and Period B illustrates how legitimacy is
actively managed through narrative adaptation. When Al-enhanced technological superiority
could be framed as progress and deterrence, it was openly celebrated. When the same
technologies became associated with mass harm, automation, and allegations of
indiscriminate violence, they were rhetorically minimized, reclassified, or denied altogether.
This shift did not signal a retreat from legitimising military action, but rather a recalibration

of the narrative strategy through which legitimacy was pursued.
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Ultimately, this thesis finds that the legitimation of military Al is inseparable from broader
projects of moral and political legitimation. Strategic narratives do not simply justify specific
technologies or tactics; they shape the conditions under which certain forms of violence
become normalised, defensible, and even inevitable. By tracing how the IDF’s narratives
evolve in response to shifting contexts and challenges, this thesis underscores the central role
of narrative power in governing not only how wars are fought, but how they are legitimised.
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Appendix 2: Transcription of YouTube Video
Note: See Appendix 1, A7 for citation.

Title: IDF Intelligence Unit Makes Technological Breakthrough

This is the battlefield of the future,

in urban warfare, terrorists immerse themselves among civilians

and use homes, schools, and places of worship as launch pads for terror attacks.

How does the IDF navigate the urban battlefield and locate the hidden enemy?

By combining the power of artificial intelligence, neutral networks

and real-time information, the elite IDF Intelligence Unit 9900 has created interactive 3D
augmented reality maps never seen before in the military

This technology enables infantry soldiers on the front line,

artillery forces behind them

and fighter pilots in the sky

to simultaneously receive live intelligence

so that together they can quickly distinguish

between civilians and terrorist combatants

and precisely target the concealed enemy.

We prepare the combat soldiers before every operational mission

from routine activity to the classified mission taking place outside of Israel.

The soldiers train on the range of terrain they will encounter at the most tactical level.
Thank to advanced design and engineering capabilities based on image processing,

the soldiers receive 3D products that allow them to prepare for combat, in the most advanced
and accurate way.”

Swedish
Defence
University

@
38



https://www.idf.il/en/mini-sites/idf-press-releases-israel-at-war/january-25-pr/idf-targeting-methods-during-the-first-weeks-of-the-hamas-israel-war-response-to-a-new-york-times-query-published-january-26-2025/
https://www.idf.il/en/mini-sites/idf-press-releases-israel-at-war/january-25-pr/idf-targeting-methods-during-the-first-weeks-of-the-hamas-israel-war-response-to-a-new-york-times-query-published-january-26-2025/
https://www.idf.il/en/mini-sites/idf-press-releases-israel-at-war/january-25-pr/idf-targeting-methods-during-the-first-weeks-of-the-hamas-israel-war-response-to-a-new-york-times-query-published-january-26-2025/

Appendix 3: Codebook

This is the codebook used for the coding of the sources.

Category Code Description Files References
CHARACTERS
HAMAS
Legitimate Portrayals of Hamas as a 6 13
target legitimate military target,
including references to its
capabilities or past actions
against Israel.
Terrorists Descriptions of Hamas as a 4 7
terrorist organization, its
members as terrorists, or its
actions as acts of terror.
IDF
Efficientarmy  Depictions of the IDF as an 3 6
efficient and capable military
force.
Tech-savvy Portrayals of the IDF as 7 23
army technologically advanced,
emphasizing cutting-edge
capabilities.
Trustworthy and The IDF is depicted as ethical, 4 14
moral trustworthy, and committed to
appropriate conduct.
Willing but The IDF is portrayed as willing 1 2
unaware to cooperate but lacking
awareness of alleged breaches.
MEDIA
Untrustworthy ~ Depictions of the media as 2 8
unreliable or misleading.
EMPLOTMENT Narrative framing of the IDF’s

use of DSS.

Swedish
Defence
University

39




Q1. Nature of
DSS

Al

Al as disruptive

Al as essential

Alin
development

Effective

Not Al

Denying Al use

Part of larger
process

Denying
previous claims

Human
oversight and
control

Lawful and
ethical targeting

Minimization of
system
capabilities

Explicit descriptions of the DSS
as artificial intelligence.

Al is described as a
transformative or disruptive
force on the battlefield.

Al is depicted as indispensable
and inevitable for modern
military operations.

Al capabilities portrayed as still
under development.

DSS described as effective or a
key operational component.

Assertions that the DSS should
not be classified as Al.

Statements denying the use of
Al

DSS is framed as part of a
broader, legitimate intelligence
process.

Explicit denials of earlier claims
regarding DSS.

Emphasis on human authority,
judgment, and professional
oversight.

Statements highlighting
compliance with international
humanitarian law.

Downplaying or limiting
descriptions of DSS capabilities.

10

12

13

16
12

10
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Q2. Reason for
DSS use

Response to
security threats

Necessary for
data
management

Generate targets

Precision and
harm reduction

Q3. Objectives
of DSS use

Building target
bank

Operational
precision and
safety

DSS framed as necessary due to
security threats facing Israel.

DSS justified as necessary for
handling large-scale data flows.

DSS used to generate military
targets.

DSS justified as increasing
precision and reducing civilian
harm.

DSS used to establish a large
repository of targets.

DSS aims to improve operational
precision and civilian protection.

11

SETTING

Context in which DSS use
occurs.

Civilian—militar
y cooperation

Security threats
to Israel

Unique conflict

Collaboration between the IDF
and civilian companies.

References to threats Israel must
defend against.

The conflict is portrayed as
incomparable to previous wars.

16

Note: Files and references indicate the number of documents and coded references associated

with each code.
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