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Abstract

This study investigates how states use public diplomacy to defend their legitimacy following contested military actions. Focusing on Israel’s 
airstrike on the Al-Jalaa Tower during the 2021 Gaza conflict, the research examines how rhetorical strategies were employed to manage 
international criticism and sustain normative legitimacy. Unlike prior research that addresses entire conflicts, this study narrows its 
focus to a single high-profile event involving protected objects. Drawing on Ben D. Mor’s rhetorical defence framework, the study applies 
qualitative discourse and rhetorical analysis to a dataset of 57 official statements, including government press releases, speeches, media 
briefings, and verified social media posts issued within 5 months after the incident. Each statement was coded thematically into three 
rhetorical strategies, blame avoidance, blame imposition, and moral differentiation, and analysed across temporal distribution, source 
diversity, and target orientation. The findings reveal that Israel’s public diplomacy reflected a layered rhetorical defence dominated by 
blame avoidance and blame imposition, often deployed in tandem to deflect criticism, justify actions, and redirect moral responsibility 
towards Hamas and third-party critics. Moral differentiation served as reinforcement for Israel’s self-presentation as a rule-abiding 
democracy acting within legal and ethical bounds. The study concludes that in contested military action, public diplomacy functions 
less as a means of persuasion and more as a communicative mechanism for managing reputational risk and contesting narratives of 
legitimacy. By demonstrating how rhetorical strategies evolve and interact under normative pressure, the research contributes to a deeper 
understanding of the strategic role of wartime communication in asymmetric warfare and legitimacy management.

Keywords:

public diplomacy, blame imposition, blame avoidance, moral differentiation, dual-use target

Article info
Received: 7 February 2025 
Revised: 5 October 2025 

Accepted: 7 October 2025 
Available online: 28 December 2025

Citation: Ajalie, C.E. and Okafor, W.U. (2026) ‘Israeli public diplomacy following targeting campaigns: A rhetorical analysis of the Al-Jalaa Tower strike in Gaza’,  
Security and Defence Quarterly, 53(1), doi: 10.35467/sdq/211794.

https://orcid.org/0009-0009-9542-786X
mailto:c.ajalie@student.uw.edu.pl
mailto:winifred.okafor@utsa.edu
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-3506-2386
http://doi.org/10.35467/sdq/211794


C.E. Ajalie, W.U. Okafor
1/2026 vol. 53
http://doi.org/10.35467/sdq/211794

Introduction 

In contemporary asymmetric warfare, where conventional methods often fall short of 
addressing non-state threats, targeted operations have become a prominent strategy, fre-

quently employed as a last resort when necessity, utility, and proportionality align (Banks 
and Raven-Hansen, 2003, p. 678; Gross, 2006, p. 32; Gross, 2010, p. 103; Meisels and 
Waldron, 2020, p. 10). Although sometimes described as the “most natural application of 
the principle of jus in bello” (Statman, 2004, pp. 183–185), targeting in counterterrorism 
contexts often emerges from the impracticality of defeating such actors through tradi-
tional policing or military means.

One of the primary controversies surrounding targeted operations lies in the ambiguity of 
lawful targets. Terrorist organisations exploit civilian environments, embedding personnel 
and assets among non-combatants and civilian infrastructure with the intent to not only 
shield themselves but also erode the ethical high ground of their adversaries (Faul and 
Moki, 2015; Gross, 2002a; Gross, 2002b; Gross, 2010, p. 35; Milshtein, 2021; Schmitt, 
2009, p. 298;). By blurring the distinction between combatants and non-combatants, 
they aim to provoke disproportionate responses and maximise reputational damage to 
states operating within the constraints of international humanitarian law (IHL). Vividly, 
asymmetry here is not rooted in a disparity of firepower but rather, in differing commit-
ments to the legal and ethical norms of warfare.

Such dynamics place states under intense scrutiny. Public opinion becomes a battlefield 
in itself, especially when operations are perceived as excessive or indiscriminate. The per-
ceived legitimacy of a strike can significantly influence international and domestic sup-
port. As studies have shown, public approval declines when targeting operations involve 
civilian casualties or the destruction of civilian infrastructure, otherwise considered illegit-
imate targets (Robert and Davies, 2019, p. 271; Kreps, 2014, pp. 1–7; Goodman, 2015; 
Pew Research Center, 2013, 2014). In this context, public diplomacy (PD) emerges as a 
vital post-strike tool, one that seeks to mitigate reputational fallout, manage public per-
ception, and justify the state’s actions within internationally accepted normative frame-
works. Strategic communication, which uses rhetorical appeals, are deployed to reframe 
targeting operations as morally and legally justified acts. Such communication aims to 
assure both domestic and global audiences that the principles of necessity, distinction, and 
proportionality have been upheld.

A compelling example of this dynamic is the 2021 Israeli airstrike on the Al-Jalaa Tower, 
one of four high-rise buildings considered dual-use structures in Gaza, during Operation 
Guardian of the Walls. The building housed international media outlets, including the 
Associated Press (AP) and Al-Jazeera, private residences, and allegedly, Hamas-operated 
electronic warfare infrastructure used to disrupt the Iron Dome defence system. The Israel 
Defense Forces (IDF), 2021 asserted that the strike targeted a legitimate dual-use military 
objective and that evacuation warnings were issued in advance. However, even the absence 
of casualties did not shield the operation from extensive international criticism. By chal-
lenging both legal and ethical legitimacy of the action, human rights organisations and 
media actors caused reputational crises for Israel.

Bearing this in mind, this paper investigates how public diplomacy functions in such 
contested post-targeting environments. Specifically, it querieshow actors construct public 
diplomacy appeals to justify targeted strikes in asymmetric conflict, particularly when 
targets involve dual-use civilian infrastructure. The central hypothesis guiding the research 
assumes that in asymmetric warfare, where terror organisations deliberately exploit the dis-
tinction principle to provoke reputational damage, an actor’s public diplomacy appeals are 
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rhetorically crafted to demonstrate compliance with the Law of Armed Conflict (LOAC), 
with particular focus on justifying targeting decisions in terms of necessity, legitimacy, and 
proportionality.

To answer the above question, based on the notion that rhetorical strategies in image man-
agement are dependent on shared and/or widely accepted normative frameworks, the study 
examines the evolving debate on what constitutes a legitimate target under the law of 
armed conflict, particularly in relation to dual-use infrastructure. Besides, it is important 
to note that although the case study is an object, conceptual arguments surrounding the 
targeting of individuals were deployed within this section to illuminate how the status of 
a target is determined. This includes a critical review of prevailing interpretations of direct 
participation in hostilities and the military utility of objects,concepts that significantly 
shape how states frame their public diplomacy appeals in relation to normative ideals.

In what follows, the paper outlines key literature on the use of public diplomacy as a 
form of rhetorical self-presentation and impression management. Using the Al-Jalaa 
Tower strike as a case study, the paper employs a qualitative methodology centred on 
discourse and rhetorical analysis. Primary sources, including official statements, press 
briefings, media reports, and social media posts, are examined through the lens of Ben 
Mor’s rhetorical defence model. These rhetorical appeals are categorised into three domi-
nant strategies: blame avoidance, blame imposition, and moral differentiation. By coding 
these statements and analysing how legitimacy was discursively constructed, the study 
explores the broader normative function of public diplomacy in wartime communication. 
Particular attention is paid to how these appeals align with international legal standards 
concerning distinction, proportionality, and military necessity. Finally, the paper applies 
these conceptual insights to Israel’s post-strike public diplomacy campaign following the 
Al-Jalaa Tower incident, illustrating how these rhetorical strategies functioned to manage 
both political and perceptual consequences of the event.

Despite growing scholarly interest in the strategic function of public diplomacy in war 
and crisis settings, a critical research gap remains. Few empirical studies have system-
atically examined how rhetorical strategies are deployed in real time to justify strikes, 
especially those targeting contested dual-use or civilian-associated infrastructure. With 
the exception of Mor’s contributions, existing literature tends to treat rhetorical strategies 
conceptually, without applying empirical methods, such as discourse coding and event-
based analysis. Furthermore, prior studies rarely track rhetorical appeals from the moment 
of the strike through its immediate aftermath. This study fills that gap by focusing on a 
singular, high-profile incident, the Al-Jalaa Tower airstrike, within a delimited 5-month 
timeframe. It uniquely operationalises Mor’s framework in an empirical context, coding 
and categorising rhetorical statements across media formats and government channels. In 
doing so, the paper not only provides a systematic application of rhetorical defence theory 
to a real-world public diplomacy campaign but also offers new insights into how legal 
sensitivity and reputational risk are managed in targeting operations involving civilian-af-
filiated infrastructure, particularly media sites. This subject remains marginal in existing 
scholarship despite its increasing relevance in hybrid and urban conflict zones.

Normative coherence and the slippery slopes 
surrounding the determination of a legitimate target 

Public diplomacy within the confines of this paper is depicted as a rhetorical form of 
interaction focused on image management. Its efficacy is contingent upon a shared 

or consensual normative setting, which within the context of warfare is defined by the 
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principles and provisions enshrined in the law of armed conflict (LOAC). The LOAC, a 
dual-faceted legal framework traditionally divided into the “Hague Rules” and the “Geneva 
Rules,” emerged through a complex historical evolution reflecting normative assumptions 
about the nature of warfare. The Hague Rules are oriented towards regulating the con-
duct of combatants, that is limiting permissible methods and means of warfare, while 
the Geneva Rules are concerned with the protection of victims, emphasising humane 
treatment. Together, they constitute the foundational legal regime for armed conflict, 
commanding near-universal ratification with 196 states party to the core conventions.

At its core, the LOAC seeks to strike a balance between humanitarian imperatives and 
the military necessities of belligerents. Regulated by three core principles, distinction, 
proportionality, and precaution, it defines lawful targets during hostilities, stipulating pro-
tection for individuals and objects not participating in combat. As earlier noted, however, 
asymmetric warfare has engendered intricacy and uncertainty apropos the distinction 
between legitimate military targets and persons or objects protected against direct attacks.  
The principle of distinction stipulates that:

Combatants are obliged to distinguish themselves from the civilian population 
while they are engaged in an attack or in a military operation preparatory to an 
attack. Recognising, however, that there are situations in armed conflicts where, 
owing to the nature of the hostilities an armed combatant cannot so distinguish 
himself, he shall retain his status as a combatant provided that, in such situations, 
he carries his arms openly: (a) during each military engagement, and (b) during 
such time as he is visible to the adversary while he is engaged in a military deploy-
ment preceding the launching of an attack in which he is to participate (Protocol 
Additional to the Geneva Conventions, 1977, Art. 44(3)).

In other words, it specifies that combatants must distinguish themselves from civilians, 
presuming that civilians are non-combatants that cannot be targeted unless and for the 
duration they take a direct part in hostilities.

Yet, the second statement of the article creates textual uncertainty by watering down the duty 
to distinguish, thereby undermining the clarity of its application. Its allowance for excep-
tions in cases where hostilities prevent distinction dilutes the requirement and, in essence, 
complicates targeting, especially when civilian and military functions converge. Accordingly, 
the intentional act of not using distinguishing features by terror actors creates the strenuous 
task of discerning between civilian combatants and non-combatants. Similarly, it is difficult 
to categorise a dual-use object as either a military or civilian object. Without clear signs of 
affiliation, a person’s participation or objects use in hostilities becomes the determining trait 
of combatancy or military objective for the latter (Gross, 2010, pp. 39, 155).

In attempting to clarify these ambiguities, addressing: “Who is considered a civilian? 
What conduct amounts to direct participation in hostilities and modalities that govern 
the loss of protection against direct attack?; the International Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC) interpretative guidelines which defines direct participation in hostilities as 
an individual’s “involvement in acts which by nature and purpose are intended to cause 
actual harm.”,obtains that passive supporters are civilians except their role additionally 
encompasses deeds amounting to “direct participation in hostilities” (ICRC, 2009, p. 6-7, 
34, 52). According to the guidance, as participation occurs in diverse forms, magnitudes 
and ample varieties of context not traditionally defined, “direct participation analogous 
to identifying a legitimate target” hinges not on the individual’s status or affiliation but 
on the “quality and degree of involvement” or engagement in specific hostile acts (ICRC, 
2009, p. 44; Miesels, 2020, p. 31).
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As a result, some targeting campaigns have generated criticism regarding the status of the 
targets, with the contention seemingly revolving around the nature and magnitude of 
their involvement (Belkis and Solvang, 2015, pp. 12, and 41; Bering, 2019). Illustrating 
this, following the aftermath of signature strikes in Yemen, the German Constitutional 
Court in 2017 expressed concern about targeting operations carried out from German soil 
against civilians it considers not as legitimate target, starkly because they are “supporters” 
of groups like Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and Islamic State of Iraq and 
Syria (ISIS) (Bering, 2019). Expressing their concerns about distinction and the extent 
to which precaution was taken, the court equated these attacks to guilt by association. 
Undoubtedly, some organisations have tried to separate their political and military wings 
in order to render the former’s leadership or partisans immune from targeting.

Due to the separation stated above, when members of a political wing of an organisation 
were targeted in the past, it evoked some level of disapproval from the international com-
munity. At the same time, the political wing of an organisation may be complexly entan-
gled with terror strategies or actors as some political wing members assume command 
and control of particular operations, thus obscuring their status. Some authors and policy 
experts assert that this diplomatic distinction between functionaries of terror organisa-
tions is not just vague but also flawed (Chesney et al., 2010; Hegghammer, 2010; Levitt, 
2006; Miesels, 2020, p. 30; Mishal and Sela, 2000; Ne’eman, 2016). Hence, they dismiss 
such divisions. The targeting of individuals like Sheik Ahmed Yassin and Anwar al-Awlaki 
as leaders of operations exemplifies this (Bergman, 2018, p. 410–417; Israeli Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, 2004).

Doctrinal shifts in state practices reflect this trend. To clarify their position, some states 
modified their operational manuals. These manuals, which required “actual involvement,” 
were expanded to include specifics of passive support in war-sustaining activities. The US 
counterinsurgency manual categorises participants as follows: (i) the “leaders and combat-
ants;” (ii) the “political cadre” or “militants of the party,” who exploit grievances in local 
areas and provide the perception of executing activities that satisfy the population; (iii) 
“auxiliaries” or “active sympathisers,” who operate safe houses, store weapons, provide pas-
sive intelligence, give early warning of attacks and provide funding; and (iv) the “mass base” 
or “supporting populace,” who often lead clandestine lives to support insurgent movements 
(US Army Combined Arms Centre, 2014; Gross, 2010, pp. 42–43). Regarding the tar-
geted killing policy of Israel’s Operation Cast Lead, four categories of people were defined 
as legitimate targets: (i) individuals involved in making missiles; (ii) individuals involved 
in smuggling missiles (couriers); (iii) individuals directly involved in firing missiles; and  
(iv) individuals providing support to terrorist, including those who willingly allow their 
property to be used for purposes of missile firing (Guiora, 2013, p. 61).

The expansion of Israel’s operational model was predicated on a threat based theory 
adopted from the suicide bomber paradigm, which includes individuals continuously 
involved in distinct aspect of the operation as legitimate targets due to the severity of 
their actions. Simply put, although the operational manuals of both mentioned states 
recognise partisan political affiliation to terror groups, targeting in their respective doc-
trines are based on the following principle: the closer the act in question is to a specific 
military operation, the more suitable it is to classify it as direct participation analogous 
to legitimate targets. Therefore, several of their strikes have targeted individuals trans-
porting suicide bombers, explosives makers, and the so-called engineers, whose enclaves 
or laboratories are located entirely within civilian population and objects. The functional 
criterion is that individuals are targeted based on the activities and strategies they exert 
regarding hostilities, rather than the grail they serve (Miesels, 2020, p. 30). Following 



C.E. Ajalie, W.U. Okafor
1/2026 vol. 53
http://doi.org/10.35467/sdq/211794

this criterion, in a scenario where an object is the target of an attack, Article 52(2) of the 
Geneva Convention establishes that:

Attacks shall be limited strictly to military objectives. In so far as objects are con-
cerned, military objectives are limited to those objects which by their nature, loca-
tion, purpose or use make an effective contribution to military action and whose 
total or partial destruction, capture or neutralisation, in the circumstances ruling 
at the time, offers a definite military advantage (Protocol Additional to the Geneva 
Conventions, 1977, Art. 52(2)).

Accordingly, once a warring party utilises civilian objects for military purpose, then the 
character of these objects may fulfil the requirement of “military objectives.” Put differ-
ently, if a civilian object is utilised such that it helps to sustain the war effort of a bellig-
erent party, it can be targeted based on its function. For example, the Taliban sheltered 
heavy weaponry in several mosques as well as placed a tank and two large antiaircraft guns 
under trees in front of the office of the Cooperative for Assistance and Relief Everywhere 
(CARE) International to deter attacks (Blank, 2010, p. 283).

Other illustrations include the use of tunnels running through the entirety of civilian 
objects and population for transporting military materiel in Gaza and, appallingly, the 
use of schools, hospitals, media centres, religious places and even UN facilities by terror 
organisations as arm storages facilities, safe houses as well as command and control centres 
(Amnesty International, 2015, p. 6; Fabian, 2022; Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism 
Information Center, 2024; Orde, 2021; Orion 2021; Times of Israel, 2021a). When used 
by terrors actors, these civilian objects seem more effective than conventional defence 
systems, since there would be questions regarding the status of these targets in the event of 
a strike. Practically, as these actors intentional ignore the stipulation of care in their oper-
ations in order to create a psychological conundrum for the opposing side, they effectively 
change the character of these civilian objects, making them fit the description of a military 
objective. In other words, they become legitimate targets only subject to proportionality 
assessments. 

Similarly, the status of civilians becomes obscure when applying the concepts advocated 
by the direct participation in hostilities (DPH) guidelines, such as continuous combat 
function dichotomy and the so-called “revolving door” (“farmers-by-day, fighters-by-
night”) of protection, which prescribes that civilians can repeatedly lose and regain pro-
tection against direct attack. In this regard, criticism and questions by policy experts and 
human right groups have arisen regarding the legal basis and military validity of targeting 
several suspected Al Qaeda operatives who were victims of strikes in Pakistan and Yemen 
(BBC, 2013; Hopkins, 2013; Mullen, 2013). Article 51(3) of the Additional Protocol 
1 specifies that“Civilians shall enjoy the protection afforded by this Section, ‘unless and 
for such time’ as they take a direct part in hostilities” (Protocol Additional to the Geneva 
Conventions, 1977, Art. 51(3)).

The lack of clarity of the phrase “unless and for such time” in the above article has sparked 
debates regarding the span of that interval. Grounding their claim on this article, critics 
of the attacks in both countries seem to dispute the status of the targets, whom in their 
opinion were not contributing to hostilities at the timing of the attack. In line with this 
logic, the DPH guidance reads that:

“Civilians lose protection against direct attack for the duration of each specific 
act amounting to direct participation in hostilities, whereas members of organ-
ised armed groups belonging to a non-State party to an armed conflict cease to be 
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civilians . . . , and lose protection against direct attack, for as long as they assume 
their continuous combat function.” (ICRC, 2009, p. 70)

Accordingly, in contrast to combatants who can be targeted throughout the duration of a 
conflict, civilians de facto members lose and regain protection against direct attack in par-
allel with the intervals of their engagement in direct participation in hostilities. For them, 
it would be contradictory to attach and apply an even more serious consequence, that is, 
continuous loss of protection, when they are removed from the conduct of hostilities.

While there is passive agreement regarding this position, significant disagreement arises 
over how to define and monitor that “window of loss,” particularly in relation to indi-
viduals or objects whose functions shift repeatedly over time. This is especially contested 
when dealing with individuals considered de facto members of armed groups or terrorist 
organisations, based not on formal affiliation but on the repetitive nature of their conduct, 
a condition that blurs the lines of continuous combat function. To paint a picture of the 
“revolving door” logic with civilian objects, consider the case of electronic countermeasure 
(ECM) pods and nodes—dual-use devices embedded within civilian infrastructure. In 
one scenario, these ECM systems may be used to manage the radio frequency spectrum 
to facilitate civilian communication services like broadcasting news or enabling cellular 
networks, qualifying the object as civilian in nature. In another scenario, these same sys-
tems may be activated to jam enemy radar, disrupt communications, or mislead targeting 
systems, thus transforming the object into a military objective under Article 52(2) of 
Additional Protocol 1.

If this ECM system, embedded within a civilian building, alternates between these two 
functions within hours or even minutes, then under the revolving door principle, it would 
only be subject to lawful attack during the period it performs the military function. 
Outside that timeframe, attacking the object would not be permissible. In a nutshell, 
where an object’s legal status fluctuates based on transient use, a fundamental dilemma 
arises: how can the “window of loss” of protection be reliably assessed in real time, when 
the object’s utility, and thus its legal character, can revert within moments and often 
without clear observable indicators? This contrasts sharply with a scenario in which the 
same ECM equipment is installed inside a military base. In such a case, the location itself 
confers a persistent military status on the object, making it a lawful target at all times, 
regardless of the equipment’s operational mode at a given moment.

Unsurprising, this aspect of the ICRC interpretative guidance and the Additional Protocol 
1 remain under scrutiny by scholars and policymakers. In fact, with reference to what they 
call the “great schism,” critics have suggested that the revolving door concept lies amongst 
the root of the refusal to ratify the Additional Protocol 1 by some states (Dinstein, 2021, 
p. 708). While some believe that “there are grave errors in the formulation of some of the 
rules, and part of the commentary, in ways that adversely affect the ability to project an 
image of objective scholarship,” others highlight its troubling ignorance of the realities of 
21st century battlefield combat (Dinstein, 2007, p. 105; Schmitt, 2010, p. 739). Harsher 
critics have even tagged the Additional Protocol 1 as a pro-terrorist treaty masquerading as 
humanitarian law, given that political expediency, rather than legal technicalities, dictated 
its revision (Feith, 1985, p. 47).

Within this complex legal and operational environment, actors conducting targeting oper-
ations often frame their public diplomacy efforts around the assertion that strikes were 
both necessary and compliant with humanitarian sine qua non. This narrative becomes 
especially important, given the slippery nature of defining legitimate military targets in 
real-time operations, where the dual-use or transient nature of individuals and objects 
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complicates legal assessments. Following a strike, the absence of real-time, verifiable data 
makes it extremely difficult to distinguish between harm arising from lawful targeting 
under conditions of military necessity and harm resulting from either non-compliance 
with the LOAC or ambiguous legal standards. This creates a gap in post-strike evaluations, 
affecting how the legitimacy of an attack is perceived.

On one hand, states may report higher numbers of combatants, often including civil-
ians deemed to have directly participated in hostilities. This classification removes those 
individuals from protection under the proportionality principle, thus justifying the strike 
under IHL. On the other hand, independent human rights bodies, often lacking access to 
real-time operational intelligence or denied access to conflict zones, tend to report lower 
combatant figures and higher civilian casualty rates. These assessments are usually based 
on post-strike impact and visible destruction, leading them to conclude that the attacks 
were disproportionate or indiscriminate. The same divergence in interpretation applies to 
civilian objects. A building considered a military objective by a state—due to real-time 
use or intelligence—may appear to human rights monitors as a civilian structure unjus-
tifiably attacked. Ultimately, these competing assessments shape public and international 
perceptions of the legitimacy of the war effort. The legal and moral framing of individual 
targeting decisions can either reinforce or undermine an actor’s strategic narrative, influ-
encing diplomatic fallout, media coverage, and public support.

Public diplomacy in crisis management

Grand strategy in international conflict today increasingly depends on the integration 
of force, diplomacy, and communication. As political actors ascribe significance to 

their image on the global stage, they turn to public diplomacy as a strategic instrument to 
justify actions, defend policies, and shape perception. While nuances exist, public diplo-
macy is best understood as the strategic communication efforts by International Relation 
actors aimed at influencing public opinion and legitimising policy choices (Tuch, 1990; 
Manheim, 1994; Signitzer and Coombs, 1992; Gilboa, 2001). Scholarship empha-
sises that public diplomacy targets not only the masses but also elite constituencies—
diplomats, policymakers, journalists, intellectuals, and emerging opinion-shapers such as 
podcasters—whose interpretations and agenda-setting roles are crucial in constructing 
global discourse (Mor, 2006, 2012; Gilboa, 2008; Melissen, 2005). More recently, stud-
ies highlight public diplomacy’s role in crisis management, particularly when traditional 
diplomacy struggles to adapt swiftly to transboundary outrage or reputational threats. In 
this context, public diplomacy becomes vital not only for persuasion but also for navigat-
ing reputational harm, norm-based challenges, and identity-based scrutiny.

One of the most foundational contributions to understanding public diplomacy in crisis 
management is Robert Entman’s (1993) articulation of framing theory. Although Entman 
(1993) does not deal with public diplomacy directly, his model underpins much of the stra-
tegic communication within public diplomacy by demonstrating how actors selectively con-
struct meaning to enhance image management and normative alignment. He argues that 
frames define problems, assign responsibility, make moral judgements, and propose remedies. 
In crises, actors use such frames to construct meaning, justify behaviour, and exhibit align-
ment with normative expectations. Through framing, they structure how events are perceived 
and morally evaluated by audiences. Entman’s insights highlight that maintaining normative 
coherence in public view is largely a battle over narrative construction and moral framing.

Complementing Entman, Patterson and Monroe (1998, p. 316) argue that political 
behaviour cannot be understood apart from narrative construction. For them, narrative 
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is not merely a method of storytelling but a fundamental cognitive, cultural, and polit-
ical process that structures reality, identity, and agency. While Entman emphasises the 
elite-controlled framing of discrete issues, Patterson and Monroe (1998) highlight the 
deep-rooted contestation over meaning and the ongoing redefinition of identities through 
narrative. Together, these scholars suggest that public diplomacy succeeds not just through 
persuasive messaging but through the ability to frame actions as legitimate within broader 
moral and political narratives, particularly under crisis conditions.

Cowan and Arsenault (2008, p. 11) extend this idea by emphasising the relational dimen-
sions of public diplomacy. Their monologue–dialogue–collaboration model reconceptu-
alises public diplomacy as a relational and participatory practice, rather than a one-way 
information flow. Especially in crisis contexts where reputations are fragile, trust recovery 
demands not only narrative control but also audience engagement in restoring legitimacy 
and aligning identities with broader normative expectations. Similarly, Schimmelfennig 
(2001) demonstrates that rhetorical action, especially when grounded in shared liberal 
norms, can constrain powerful actors through what he terms “rhetorical entrapment.” 
Here, actors find themselves normatively bound by prior commitments, making public 
diplomacy a vehicle not only for image-shaping but also for normative accountability.

Symbolic and emotional aspects also shape public diplomacy in times of crisis. Eva-Karin 
Olsson (2013, p. 220) stresses the need for sense-making, boundary-spanning, and cultur-
ally resonant communication, as shown in her study of the Danish cartoon crisis. Dmitry 
Chernobrov (2022, p. 278) contributes a novel perspective using strategic humour and 
ironic framing, demonstrating how ridicule can be used to erode adversary legitimacy. 
While their approaches differ, with Olsson advocating empathetic bridge-building and 
Chernobrov favouring disruptive subversion, both point to the emotional texture of mod-
ern PD, especially in narrative warfare. 

Though these scholars have contributed valuable insights to the study of public diplo-
macy in times of crisis, their theoretical models suffer from a lack of clear operationalisa-
tion, limiting their utility for systematic analysis. For instance, Entman’s framing theory 
provides a powerful conceptual tool for understanding how political actors shape pub-
lic narratives, but it does not offer a framework for tracing the consistency, evolution, 
and impact of specific rhetorical moves across time or actors. Similarly, Patterson and 
Monroe’s (1998) work on narrative and identity highlights how deeply embedded stories 
shape political behaviour, yet their focus remains at a philosophical level, offering little 
guidance on how such narratives can be empirically identified, categorised, and compared. 
These frameworks enrich our understanding of meaning-making but fall short in offering 
methodological precision when applied to high-stakes diplomatic interactions.

Likewise, Cowan and Arsenault’s dialogic model of public diplomacy, while for-
ward-thinking in its emphasis on relational engagement, tends to prioritise normative 
prescriptions over analytical structure. It proposes how public diplomacy should work, 
through dialogue and collaboration, but provides limited tools for identifying or classify-
ing how rhetorical strategies unfold in adversarial settings, particularly during moments 
of reputational crisis. Olsson and Chernobrov expand the scope of public diplomacy to 
include cultural sensitivity and emotional appeal, but their insights, though compelling, 
are often case-specific and difficult to generalise. The lack of typologies or codable catego-
ries in these approaches makes it difficult to assess rhetorical effectiveness across different 
cases or crises.

In contrast, Ben Mor’s rhetorical defence framework provides a methodologically 
grounded, typologically clear, and empirically adaptable model for analysing how political 
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actors manage legitimacy in times of crisis. His approach conceptualises public diplo-
macy not merely as a persuasion or narrative construction but as a structured process of 
rhetorical interaction, specifically “attack-defence” exchanges, where actors use recognis-
able strategies, such as blame avoidance, blame imposition, credit denial, and credit gain  
(Mor, 2007, p. 669; Mor, 2009, p. 227; Mor, 2012, p. 402; Mor, 2014, p. 254). What sets 
Mor apart is his ability to operationalise these strategies within a norm-sensitive context, 
particularly when actors are accused of violating shared standards, such as IHL. Mor’s 
model allows for rigorous coding, comparative analysis, and empirical tracing of how 
rhetorical appeals function across different audiences and forums.

Moreover, Mor’s framework is uniquely suited for analysing targeting campaigns and their 
communicative aftermath, where legality, morality, and legitimacy intersect. It moves 
beyond abstract theorising by linking rhetorical content to specific evaluative claims: 
appeals to truth (logos), rightness (norms), and sincerity (identity/ethos). By grounding 
rhetorical analysis in these normative dimensions, offers a replicable method for assessing 
how states justify contested actions in legal and moral terms. Unlike broader framing or 
narrative theories, his approach enables researchers to identify not just what is said but 
also how and why particular rhetorical strategies are used to deflect, redirect, or affirm 
normative expectations. For these reasons, this paper adopts ’s framework. The following 
section outlines this framework in greater detail, clarifying the theoretical basis for the 
subsequent empirical analysis of Israel’s rhetorical conduct following the Al-Jalaa Tower 
strike.

Public diplomacy as a rhetoric-based interaction  
in the use of force

In the war on terror, where terror actors rely heavily on publicity to amplify the effects 
of their tactics, public diplomacy often assumes strategic primacy, supplementing mili-

tary force in shaping conflict outcomes (Mor, 2009, p. 219; Gilboa, 2006, p. 719; Yarchi 
et al., 2013). As Yoram Dinstein (2011, p. 484) observed in reference to the Vietnam 
war, public opinion can matter “no less, or perhaps even more” than the battlefield result 
itself. While some audience hold firm stances consistently opposing, others supporting 
the use of force adjust their positions based on evolving perceptions of legitimacy, antic-
ipated success, and human costs (Gelpi et al., 2009, p. 237). In such a landscape, public 
diplomacy functions not merely as messaging but as a strategic instrument for managing 
both principled opposition and more flexible audiences. By addressing both ends of the 
spectrum, public diplomacy becomes central to maintaining operational legitimacy and 
international standing during conflict.

Building on this understanding, Mor reconceptualises public diplomacy not simply as a 
soft power strategy or monologue-based persuasion but as a rhetorical exchange embedded 
in contested legitimacy claims, termed “rhetorical attack-defence,” interactions worth-
while only within a normative setting (Mor, 2007, pp. 661–683; Mor, 2009, pp. 219–
239; Mor, 2012, pp. 393–422; Mor, 2014, pp. 250–265). Delivered through speeches, 
statements, and/or digital media, these exchanges employ factual and norm-based appeals 
in identity-enhancing or identity-threatening situations. Mor identifies several core strate-
gies, blame avoidance, blame imposition, credit denial, and credit gain, each rooted in the 
normative context that governs social interaction. This study examines three interrelated 
strategies from Mor’s framework,: blame avoidance, blame imposition, and moral differ-
entiation, to understand how states navigate such predicaments, defend their legitimacy, 
and position themselves relative to adversaries in contested conflicts.
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For instance, consider a “predicament of image protection” when an actor’s conduct 
prompts negative attribution. Assuming a shared standard of responsibility between actor 
and audience, public diplomacy appeals aim to reject blame by showing that such attri-
bution is unwarranted. A key rhetorical strategy, blame avoidance, justifies controversial 
action within the realm of what other normatively aligned states would do under similar 
circumstances. This form of rhetorical defence rests on the presumption that if a broad 
category of actors would or have acted similarly, then the action in question should be 
viewed as normatively acceptable or at least understandable. Mor (2009, p. 231) alludes 
to this tactic as part of a broader strategy where blame is deflected not simply by denying 
wrongdoing but by embedding the contested action within a socially recognisable pattern 
of behaviour (Mor, 2009, p. 231). This mechanism does not require the audience to see 
the act as ideal only but also as reasonable, predictable, and standard practice in the face 
of shared threats. In this way, rhetorical legitimacy is derived from invoking precedent and 
shared rationality, rather than from a purely legal or moral defence.

To exemplify, a state might respond to criticism over its resort to force by arguing as 
follows: “Any state faced with a barrage of rockets targeting its cities would take simi-
lar defensive measures.” Here, the focus shifts from the morality of the outcome to the 
presumed inevitability of the decision-making process, thereby downplaying culpability. 
It may even cite the conduct of other actors as analogues, subtly transferring normative 
legitimacy from those cases to its own. While justification is the most common form, Mor 
notes that blame avoidance can also take the shape of outright denials, excuses, or even 
partial or full acceptance of culpability. These strategies operate not merely to defend the 
actor in the immediate controversy but also to anchor the actor’s conduct within a shared 
normative order. 

A vivid case is the US admission and apology for a drone strike in Afghanistan killing 
illegitimate targets. In this event, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Gen. Mark Milley 
initially called the attack a “righteous strike” but later retracted, stating that “…. after 
deeper post-strike analysis, our conclusion is that innocent civilians were killed.” Gen. 
Frank McKenzie, commander of the US Central Command, which oversaw the strike was 
quoted as saying, “It was a mistake and I offer my sincere apology” (Coren, et al., 2021; 
Rothenberg, 2021). A similar tone was echoed by the Secretary of Defence Lloyd Austin 
(Coren et al., 2021; Rothenberg, 2021). This rhetorical shift from firm justification to 
acceptance of culpability and expression of regret demonstrates a tactical move intended 
to reaffirm normative commitments even in the face of operational failure. 

In certain image protection scenarios, blame avoidance may involve expressing regret 
for an undesirable outcome while framing the underlying action as necessary and norm-
compliant. For example, a state might acknowledge civilian casualties resulting from a 
strike on a legitimate military target located within a populated area. In such cases, the 
expression of regret signals moral awareness, yet the action is portrayed as unavoidable 
given the circumstances. Civilian harm is framed not as a violation but as collateral dam-
age, a tragic but lawful consequence of military necessity. This rhetorical strategy allows 
the actor to preserve the perceived legitimacy of its conduct while demonstrating sensi-
tivity to humanitarian concerns, striking a balance between justifying the operation and 
protecting its reputation.

Conversely, in an “opportunity of image enhancement,” occurring when an opponent’s 
actions evokes a negative attribution, an actor’s appeals apply blame imposition tac-
tics intended to impose and maximise the responsibility of the opponent (Mor, 2009, 
pp. 231–232). Blame imposition redirects responsibility for contested outcomes towards 
an adversary or a third party, reframing the actor’s conduct as either compelled by the 
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other’s wrongful behaviour or overshadowed by the other’s greater culpability. This strat-
egy appeals to widely recognised norms and shared narratives, positioning the opponent 
as the true violator of legal or moral standards. In this framing, the actor’s actions are 
portrayed not as primary causes of harm but as necessary responses to the provocations 
or violations of others. In highlighting the modus operandi of an adversary that stands 
contrary to social norms, blame imposition gets rhetorical force. President Emmanuel 
Macron’s defence of French airstrikes in Syria, following Assad’s alleged use of chemi-
cal weapons, exemplifies this approach. Macron asserted: “We cannot allow regimes that 
believe they can act with impunity to violate international law in the worst possible way” 
(Elysée, 2018; France 24, 2018). Here, capitalising on violations, responsibility for esca-
lation is firmly placed on Assad, reframing France’s strikes as enforcement of international 
norms rather than acts of aggression.

A key feature of blame imposition is its ability to shift the moral lens, with the narra-
tive focusing less on defending one’s actions and more on exposing the opponent’s trans-
gressions. This can be done either directly by accusing the adversary of violating norms 
or indirectly by highlighting their negligence, recklessness, or deliberate malfeasance. 
Observably, in this case, the communicative goal is to make the opponent’s behaviour 
the central object of scrutiny, thereby diluting or nullifying criticisms aimed at the actor. 
Blame imposition can also target third-party critics, such as internationalorganisations, 
states, and NGOs, especially when they are perceived to apply double standards. Here, 
rhetorical counterattacks may accuse critics of hypocrisy or moral inconsistency, effectively 
imposing blame on the critics themselves. For example, Israeli Permanent Representative 
to the UN, Ms. Meirav Eilon Shahar, stated: 

“Since the council inception, 30 percent of all special sessions have targeted Israel, 
instead of the council being a moral voice and unequivocally stating that Israel has 
the right to defend itself and condemning Hamas for the terrorist activity… We 
have witnessed a ritual where Israel is targeted and singled out” (United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2021).

She further argued: 

“You cannot be pro-Palestinian if you do not condemn Hamas for using its own 
people (the Palestinian people) as human shields. You cannot be pro-Palestinian if 
you continue to allow Hamas to use the international aid to build terror infrastruc-
ture in its schools, residential buildings and hospitals” (UNHCR, 2021).

This strategy is also evident in responses to direct international criticism. Israeli Ambassador 
Ron Dermer, during a CNN interview, stated: “In placing the blame on Israel, they are 
unwilling accomplices... It sends a message to terror organisations: if you use human 
shields, it works” (CNN, 2014). By framing critics as enablers of unlawful conduct while 
redirecting attention to the opponent’s negligence, appeals shift moral responsibility from 
Israel’s targeting decisions to those condemning them without equally condemning the 
adversary’s violations.

Importantly, blame avoidance often operates in concert with blame imposition. Once 
an actor has mitigated its own perceived culpability, whether by justification, denial, or 
limited acceptance, it can pivot to reframing the issue so that responsibility is redirected 
towards an adversary or critical third party. This sequencing enables the actor to first 
secure its own legitimacy before actively undermining that of others, creating a two-step 
rhetorical defence: neutralising damage to one’s reputation and then counter-attacking to 
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reshape the moral narrative. Whereas blame avoidance focuses on minimising or neutral-
ising one’s own culpability, blame imposition works in the opposite direction: it actively 
redirects responsibility for contested outcomes towards an adversary or a third party. Both 
strategies operate within the same normative terrain, but their orientations and communi-
cative purposes differ. Simply, while blame avoidance is inward-facing, seeking to protect 
the actor’s legitimacy, blame imposition on the other is outward-facing, seeking to erode 
the legitimacy of others. 

Though both rhetorical strategies can function as stand-alone rhetorical countermeasures, 
they are most potent when used as bridges to moral differentiation. In this regard, moral 
differentiation emphasises the ethical superiority of the actor over the adversary by draw-
ing stark contrasts in conducts, values, and adherence to norms. Unlike blame avoidance, 
which focuses on defending one’s own actions, or blame imposition, which targets the 
opponent’s misconduct, moral differentiation reframes the conflict in comparative terms. 
By first establishing that the opponent is at fault—or at least more culpable—an actor cre-
ates the moral contrast that underpins claims of ethical superiority. This transition allows 
the speaker to move from “they are in the wrong” to “we are the ones upholding the right,” 
turning the defensive act of shifting blame into an offensive assertion of moral leadership.

The strength of moral differentiation lies in its ability to integrate with the outputs of 
the other two strategies. When preceded by blame avoidance, it builds on a founda-
tion of demonstrated innocence, portraying the actor as compliant with legal and eth-
ical standards despite allegations. When following blame imposition, it leverages the 
opponent’s perceived violations to heighten the contrast, making the actor’s adherence 
to norms appear even more pronounced. In either sequence, it transforms defensive or 
offensive communicative moves into a lasting reputational asset. Moral differentiation, 
often grounded in tangible examples that allow audiences to see and compare behaviours, 
reframes the conflict as a struggle between virtue and vice, credibility and duplicity, order 
and lawlessness. An actor might highlight its compliance with targeting procedures, pro-
portionality assessments, or the issuance of advanced warnings to civilians, juxtaposing 
these actions against the adversary’s alleged indiscriminate attacks or deliberate endanger-
ment of civilians. 

The strategy is also strengthened by publicising evidence of self-restraint. Decisions not 
to strike certain targets, to abort planned attacks upon detecting civilians, and to per-
mit humanitarian corridors, all serve to underscore a commitment to minimising harm, 
even when such restraint comes at a tactical or strategic cost. Highlighting such contrasts 
reinforces the actor’s moral standing, consolidates credibility, attracts sympathetic allies, 
and shapes the broader narrative in favour of the actor’s legitimacy. These acts are then 
presented not only as lawful but also as expressions of moral responsibility. In some cases, 
moral differentiation extends beyond military conduct to humanitarian or diplomatic 
initiatives. Facilitating aid deliveries, enabling evacuations, and engaging constructively 
with neutral intermediaries can be woven into the narrative as proof of a principled stance. 
When deployed in conjunction with blame avoidance or blame imposition, these actions 
help crystallise the moral contrast in the minds of audiences, cementing the perception of 
the actor as a legitimate and responsible participant in the conflict.

In sum, this literature review underscores how public diplomacy regarding armed conflict 
functions as a rhetorical battleground, where legitimacy is contested through strategies of 
blame avoidance, blame imposition, and moral differentiation. These rhetorical devices do 
more than shield states from criticism—they actively recalibrate narratives around legality, 
necessity, and proportionality, especially in conflicts involving asymmetric warfare and 
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civilian harm. As framework demonstrates, these appeals are not isolated but interlinked, 
evolving dynamically to protect reputational capital and delegitimise adversaries or critical 
observers. Moreover, the interplay of normative expectations, audience psychology, and 
strategic communication reveals that rhetorical success is not simply a function of truth 
but of resonance with shared norms and plausible precedents. This layered understanding 
of rhetorical defence situates public diplomacy as an essential arena of modern conflict, 
where the narrative stakes often rival, and at times exceed, those on the battlefield. As 
such, the subsequent empirical analysis interrogates not just what states say in the wake 
of contested strikes but also how, to whom, and with what normative implications such 
rhetorical performances are deployed.

Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative methodological approach, using discourse analysis 
and rhetorical analysis to evaluate public diplomacy communications related to the 

Al-Jalaa Tower strike. A case study design was chosen to explore Israel’s strategic communi-
cation during the 2021 Gaza conflict, allowing for a contextual and in-depth examination 
of how legitimacy is constructed after a targeting operation. The sources analysed include 
official Israeli government and IDF press releases, speeches and interviews by political 
figures, media reports, and social media posts, primarily from verified X accounts. 

Materials were selected based on their relevance to the Al-Jalaa Tower strike and the 
presence of rhetorical content justifying the attack or framing the event in legal and 
moral terms. Keyword searches were conducted across news databases to identify rele-
vant articles. A Python-based script was used to extract named entities (e.g., officials, 
ministries) and their accompanying statements from retrieved articles, ensuring system-
atic selection. Forming the dataset for the study, this approach yielded a final sam-
ple of fifty-seven statements, which were then categorised for analysis. The analysis is 
grounded in Mor’s rhetorical defence model, which categorises rhetorical appeals into 
three primary strategies: blame avoidance (deflecting or minimising responsibility for 
contested actions), blame imposition (assigning responsibility for harmful outcomes to 
adversaries or external critics who ignore violations by adversaries while condemning 
the actor), and moral differentiation (drawing contrasts between the ethical values of 
the actor and its opponent). 

Each statement was coded thematically based on the dominant rhetorical strategy and the 
persuasive appeal employed. A structured coding framework was employed to organise 
and classify textual segments according to the defined analytical categories. The coding 
process included open coding to identify initial rhetorical patterns, followed by axial cod-
ing to consolidate themes under the three strategy categories. The distribution was as 
follows: twenty-two statements were classified as Blame Avoidance, twenty-four as Blame 
Imposition (with twelve specifically targeting third-party actors), and eleven as Moral 
Differentiation. To assess frequency and emphasis, the rhetorical strategies were measured 
across three axes: distribution over time, to observe whether rhetorical strategies intensi-
fied, diminished, or shifted in tone; source diversity, examining whether multiple official 
representatives repeated similar messaging; and target orientation, particularly for blame 
imposition, identifying whether statements were directed at Hamas or third-party critics 
(e.g., UNHRC, states, or NGOs). Illustrative rhetorical examples are used  to enhance 
transparency and show how rhetorical strategies manifest in practice; several examples 
from the data are highlighted below. These are categorised based on the rhetorical strategy 
and the dominant appeal used:
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Blame avoidance

•	 Israel didn’t initiate this conflict—We were attacked in an unprovoked manner.

•	 The full responsibility for this escalation lies with the Hamas terrorist organisation, 
which chose to initiate rocket fire at Israel cities.

•	 Prior to the strikes, the IDF warned the civilians in the building and gave them 
sufficient time to evacuate. 

Blame imposition

•	 Hamas deliberately operates among Gaza’s civilian population in order to obstruct 
the IDF’s operational action.

•	 Hamas choose to hide among civilians as it carries out attacks against Israel… This 
choice does not grant Hamas terrorist immunity from IDF strikes… 

•	 You cannot be pro-Palestinian if you do not condemn Hamas for using its own 
people (the Palestinian people) as human shields. You cannot be pro-Palestinian if 
you continue to allow Hamas to use the international aid to build terror infrastruc-
ture in its schools, residential buildings and hospitals.

Moral differentiation

•	 You cannot equate a democracy that values life with a terror organisation that 
glorifies death. 

•	 They target civilians while hiding behind civilians. We target those who target us—
with precision. 

In essence, these rhetorical patterns underscore how public diplomacy appeals were crafted 
to manage reputational risks, affirm legal and moral legitimacy, and reassign responsibility 
in the aftermath of targeting campaigns. In the text, representative examples are provided 
to illustrate how rhetorical strategies manifested in practice, categorised based on rhetori-
cal strategy and dominant appeal. These examples were selected to avoid redundancy and 
maintain narrative clarity. For transparency and to facilitate further research, the complete 
dataset of all fifty-seven statements, each with the full text, speaker/source, date, context, 
and coding strategy, are presented in the Appendix. This ensures that while the analysis 
section highlights key examples for interpretive depth, readers can review and verify the 
entire corpus of data in full.

Public diplomacy in crisis management

On the 10 May 2021, Hamas, designated as a terror group, launched an unprovoked 
offensive attack by firing rockets towards Israeli towns and cities, thus eliciting sig-

nificant response from the IDF, who dubbed their response Operation “Guardian of the 
Walls.” Five days in, four high-rise towers were destroyed during the operation as they 
were considered dual-use structures used unlawfully as shields. The Al-Jalaa Tower was 
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one of them. Providing advanced warnings to residents of the tower, which was occupied 
by international media outlets (including the AP and Al-Jazeera), several other business 
offices as well as private residences, the target was destroyed. 

The incident, which incurred no casualties, generated a plethora of criticism from the 
media and human rights organisations. Concerns emanated from the status of the target 
as legitimate and the extent of Israeli offensive, considered excessive or disproportionate 
(Harkov, 2021; United Nations Security Council [UNSC], 2021). Human Rights Watch 
for one, questioned the targeting of the tower as a legitimate military objective in its 
third report on the 11-day war, tagging the strike a possible “war crime.”. For them, even 
with Hamas equipment present in the towers, the strikes seemed to inflict foreseeably 
disproportionate harm to civilian property. Criticism also emerged around the broader 
accusation of collective punishment, a term invoked when an entire civilian population 
is perceived to be punished for the actions of a few. B’Tselem claimed that the attacks 
constitute war crimes, fitting a pattern of Israeli collective punishment towards the local 
population (B’Tselem, 2021; Committee to Protect Journalist [CPJ], 2021). Taking a 
similar stand, Amnesty International on its social platform tweeted as follows: “The Israeli 
attack on Al-Jalaa building, destroying homes & @Aljazeera & @AP offices must be inves-
tigated as a war crime…. The strike fits a pattern of Israel’s collective punishment of the 
Palestinian population” (Amnesty International, 2021).

These opponents of the strike argued that destroying a building housing international 
media and multiple civilian offices constituted an overbroad reprisal and a punitive mea-
sure against a wide civilian group, rather than a targeted military action. Observably, 
necessity and adherence to humanitarian sine qua non were at the crux of their criticism. 
The incident was reported across numerous media houses and social media platforms, 
with some media groups characterising the towers as solely civilian in nature and the 
attack as purposely targeting media facilities to handicap coverage of the distressing sit-
uation in Gaza (Farzan et al., 2021; Jewish Institute for National Security of America 
[JINSA], 2021, p. 49). In particular, Al Jazeera called the strike “barbaric,” claiming that 
“the aim of this heinous crime is to silence the media and to hide the untold carnage and 
suffering of the people of Gaza” (Al Jazeera, 2021; Reuters, 2021). Rallying media and 
human rights institutions, its acting director general maintained that the strike “aims to 
silence the truth by killing the messenger.” 

In fact, the allegations that the media was the target prompted several states to offer 
reassurances and call for the safety and protection of independent journalists and media 
organisations (Reuters, 2021). These criticisms or rhetorical attacks threatening its image 
generated for Israel both a ‘predicament of image protection’ and, at the same time, an 
‘opportunity of image enhancement’ as highlighted in the literature review. For the most 
part, while Israel’s public diplomacy strategy generally attends to the domestic population 
in Gaza and Hamas itself, the researchers are of the opinion that more efforts were directed 
at states, international organisations, and NGOs, keeping in mind that these interactions 
are worthwhile only within a normative setting of a shared standard of responsibility 
between actors. In other words, the actions of terror organisations reveal that they do not 
subject themselves to these standards.

Therefore, in responding to the mounting international criticism and growing calls for 
Israel to end its strikes by states, multilateral institutions, and NGOs, Israel’s public 
diplomacy appeals relied heavily on the communication strategies of blame avoidance, 
blame imposition, and moral differentiation, at times interlocking these approaches to 
justify its actions by framing Hamas’s behaviour as the genesis of the undesirable event. 
Foremost, utilizing a strategy of blame avoidance, Israeli officials sought to reframe the 
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legitimacy of its strikes through appeals to self-defence, a move consistent with what Mor 
describes as a predicament of image protection. The argument was that Israel’s resort to 
force was not a proactive choice but a necessary and norm-aligned response to unpro-
voked aggression. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu emphasised this point by stating 
that “Israel didn’t initiate this conflict—We were attacked in an unprovoked manner” 
(Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2021a). This statement positions Israel as acting under 
constraint, evoking the principle of self-defence under international law to ward off  
reputational damage.

Simultaneously, Israel deployed blame imposition by shifting moral and legal responsibil-
ity to Hamas, thereby reframing the escalation as not only unavoidable but also morally 
necessitated. A press statement from Israel’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs reinforced this 
message: “The full responsibility for this escalation lies with the Hamas terrorist organisa-
tion, which chose to initiate rocket fire at Israel cities” (Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
2021a). Another official communication added, “Hamas started the violence against Israel 
as part of a power struggle after the Palestinian Authority cancelled its elections” (Harkov, 
2021). These statements aim to delegitimise Hamas’s role by presenting it as the aggres-
sor whose actions left Israel with no alternative but to respond militarily. This rhetorical 
interlocking, denying responsibility while simultaneously assigning it to another party, 
allowed Israel to justify the continuation of its strikes even amid international appeals for 
restraint. By embedding its narrative in legal and normative frameworks, Israel positioned 
itself not only as a reactive actor but also as one defending order and principle against 
unlawful violence.

A more targeted rhetorical appeal emerged, directed specifically at state actors and sov-
ereign governments. Statements by several officials illustrate a rhetorical strategy rooted 
in comparative justification, a subset of blame avoidance, where Israel’s military response 
is framed not as exceptional but as a universal sovereign prerogative. Defence Minister 
Benny Gantz remarked that “There isn’t a sovereign country anywhere that would accept 
incoming rocket fire” (TV7, 2021). Also, Foreign Minister Gabi Ashkenazi’s echoed this 
sentiment in a tweet: “We don’t accept it either…. We will ensure we preserve our freedom 
to act,” encouraged states to view Israel’s situation through a lens of shared sovereignty 
and reciprocal standards. The rhetorical power of this strategy lies in its appeal to common 
state behaviours and its normalisation of retaliatory action as a matter of protecting civil-
ian populations, thus pre-emptively deflecting criticism by asserting that no other rational 
and responsible state would act differently.

Ashkenazi’s further emphasis that “millions of residents are forced to spend nights in 
bomb shelters,” adds significant rhetorical weight to this justification. It anchors Israel’s 
narrative in emotional urgency and humanitarian concern, painting a vivid picture of 
civilian life under threat. This appeal serves multiple functions: it re-centres Israel as a vic-
tim of unprovoked attacks and indiscriminate violence, enhances the proportionality of 
its response, and heightens the moral stakes. By stressing the human cost of inaction, the 
statement underscores the necessity of the strikes and reinforces the framing that Israel’s 
actions are not only legitimate but also compelled by its duty to protect its population. 
Importantly, this sentiment anticipates and counters international criticisms by portray-
ing Israel as reactive and protective, not aggressive. 

A return to assertive, principle-driven rhetoric follows this emotional pivot. While sev-
eral representatives declared that “we will make no apologies for defending our citizens” 
(Times of Israel, 2021b; UNHCR, 2021), the Prime Minister is quoted in a press state-
ment just after the strike on the tower saying “we will continue to respond forcefully until 
the security of our people is reinstated and restored” (Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
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2021c; Jewish News Syndicate, 2021). Both phrases not only reinforce Israel’s stance of 
moral clarity but also mark a shift from justification to moral differentiation. This rhetor-
ical posture emphasises Israel’s adherence to the norms of international law and human-
itarian restraint while presenting its adversary, Hamas, as a rogue actor that weaponises 
civilian suffering, keeping in mind its alleged use of its own population as human shields. 
The unapologetic tone signals that Israel views its actions as not only defensible but also 
morally imperative, even under intense scrutiny. 

Further reinforcing this distinction, Gabi Ashkenazi asserted, “We expect the entire 
international community to condemn Hamas terrorist activities and the rocket fire from 
#Gaza & not to reward terrorism.” This call to the global audience is more than a condem-
nation of Hamas; it functions as an appeal to normative alignment, inviting other states 
and international institutions to take a moral stance consistent with Israel’s framing of 
the conflict. In doing so, Israel positions itself as the normative centre, upholding shared 
values of security, lawfulness, and civilian protection, while simultaneously delegitimis-
ing its adversary as unworthy of international sympathy and diplomatic parity. These 
interconnected rhetorical moves consolidate Israel’s defence posture by combining blame 
avoidance and moral differentiation, thus constructing a coherent narrative that sustains 
its legitimacy amid intensifying scrutiny and calls for restraint. Together, these appeals 
serve to bolster Israel’s legitimacy in the eyes of international peers, particularly those with 
democratic constituencies who might relate to the dilemma of balancing national defence 
with humanitarian responsibility.

Having framed its conduct within the boundaries of democratic responsibility and moral 
self-restraint, Israel’s public diplomacy advanced into a more structured rebuttal phase, 
one that directly addressed the swelling international concern over the legality and legiti-
macy of the Al-Jalaa Tower strike. The communication moved from generalised normative 
appeals to targeted, claim-specific responses, particularly as global media outlets accused 
Israel of deliberately targeting journalists and press facilities days after, prompting allied 
states to issue urgent calls for the protection of the free press. In response to this inten-
sifying criticism, several official Israeli statements invoked valid counterclaims anchored 
in the known modus operandi of Hamas, embedding military operations within civil-
ian infrastructure. These appeals strategically deployed the rhetorical strategies of blame 
avoidance and blame imposition, asserting that the presence of Hamas military intelli-
gence within the Al-Jalaa Tower, not the media, was the actual target of the IDF oper-
ation. By reframing the incident in terms of operational necessity, Israel aimed to deny 
intent to harm media infrastructure and instead emphasised the building’s transformation 
into a dual-use object, thus invoking a legally grounded excuse-based defence.

For example, the following IDF statement foregrounds this strategic pivot: “This event 
should be put into context—Hamas intentionally operates within the civilian population 
of Gaza and does so in order to hamper the IDF’s operational activity” (Magid, 2021). 
The appeal invites the audience to assess the strike not as an act against journalism but as 
a necessary action within the broader complexities of asymmetric warfare. Here, blame 
avoidance is enacted through the contextualisation of the operational environment and 
the constraints it imposes on lawful targeting. Meanwhile, the claim that “the media is not 
the target... it contained Hamas military intelligence” (Reuters, 2021) further reinforces a 
norm-based justification, aligning the action with the LOAC principles of proportionality 
and distinction. These appeals signal that Israel’s conduct was not arbitrary but grounded 
in legal assessments and real-time intelligence.

This rhetorical framing draws directly on legal and normative concerns regarding the 
unlawful use of civilian objects for war-sustaining efforts. That is “objects that by their 
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nature, location, purpose, or use contribute effectively to military action (i.e., military 
objectives) are lawful targets.” In this case, Hamas is accused of embedding military objec-
tives within civilian infrastructure, thereby projecting legal immunity onto illegitimate 
assets. As discussed in the literature, the mere presence of civilians or protected functions 
does not render the target immune rather but subject to proportionality assessment. Thus, 
the justification of the Al-Jalaa strike hinges on this interpretive logic, framing it as an 
attack on a dual-use object whose military character warranted engagement, not an assault 
on the press per se.

This logic is amplified in another IDF tweet: “Hamas chooses to hide among civilians as 
it carries out attacks against Israel. This choice does not grant Hamas terrorists immunity 
from IDF strikes. We will continue to operate in order to defend the people of Israel.” 
This statement explicitly emphasises that Hamas’s tactic of using civilians as shields does 
not override Israel’s right and perceived duty to act in defence of its population. It serves 
to simultaneously deflect blame for civilian harm by attributing the risk to Hamas’s own 
choices and to assert legal–moral authority for continued military engagement. It reinforces 
the idea that civilian presence, while regrettable as collateral harm, does not nullify military 
necessity when the target retains its lawful status under international law. As such, this 
rhetorical move weaves blame avoidance with blame imposition, shifting moral and legal 
responsibility to the adversary while reaffirming compliance with the LOAC framework.

In parallel, blame imposition becomes evident through statements that frame Hamas 
as deliberately engineering civilian harm to achieve propaganda objectives. Lieutenant 
Colonel Jonathan Conricus’s remark that “Hamas might have calculated that by placing 
their ‘assets’ inside a building with news media offices in it they probably hoped that 
would keep them safe from Israeli attack” (Reuters, 2021) asserts that culpability lies 
squarely with Hamas for co-locating military assets within protected civilian structures. 
This tactic is described as not only a violation of international law but also a strategic 
manipulation of humanitarian sensitivities, a means to provoke international condem-
nation against Israel while shielding its own operatives. In doing so, Israel shifts moral 
accountability to Hamas, portraying it as the primary violator of normative conduct and 
reinforcing a moral differentiation between the two actors.

Building directly on this strategy, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu extended the 
moral framing to a targeted diplomatic audience in a meeting with foreign ambassadors, 
some of whom represented countries whose citizens had been killed by Hamas rocket 
fire. Beginning with a gesture of condolence to the victims’ families, Netanyahu framed 
the attacks as indiscriminate and morally egregious: “They murder everyone, any civilian 
they can get their hands on... They use civilians. They target civilians while hiding behind 
civilians, using them as human shields. This is the problem that we face” (Israel Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, 2021d). This statement skilfully combines blame imposition, by assign-
ing sole responsibility to Hamas for endangering civilian life, with blame avoidance, by 
portraying Israel’s actions as necessary responses to systematic violations of international 
norms. Situating Hamas as the root of the crisis, Netanyahu shifts both moral and legal 
responsibility away from Israel and towards its adversary.

Netanyahu further deepens this rhetorical approach by placing Israel’s actions within a 
comparative framework aimed at democratic states: “Democracies have a choice... we can 
absorb attacks… or we can level the cities” (Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2021d). 
By rejecting both inaction and disproportionate response, Israel is cast as occupying the 
tactical middle ground: “We do something different. We try to target those who target us 
with great precision” (Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2021d). This articulation not only 
reflects justificatory logic emphasising proportionality and constraint but it also encourages 
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the ambassadors, as representatives of fellow democracies, to identify with Israel’s predic-
ament. It signals a shared burden among states: the challenge of maintaining legitimacy 
while confronting adversaries who exploit humanitarian norms. Ultimately, this rhetorical 
manoeuvre appeals to a community of practice (Adler, Bremberg, and Sondarjee 2024,  
p. 2; Adler and Pouliot, 2011; Adler-Nissen, 2012), drawing on the assumption that 
sovereign actors constrained by international norms will recognise the difficult balance 
between ethical restraint and effective deterrence. In this light, Israel’s public diplomacy 
frames its military strategy not merely as self-defence but as a model of responsible con-
duct under asymmetric threat.

Further intensifying this differentiation, the IDF’s spokesperson Hidai Zilberman said, “If 
Hamas and the Islamic Jihad think that the media are their shield... we’ll find that media 
outlets’ offices are going to be popping up as covers for terrorist assets” (Gross, 2021). 
This statement serves as both a warning and deterrent, painting Hamas as an actor who 
abuses the laws of war to manufacture legitimacy crises. By framing Hamas’s behaviour 
as an intentional exploitation of normative ambiguity, Israel leverages public diplomacy 
not just to defend a specific strike but also to contest the interpretive space in which 
legitimacy itself is assessed. This rhetorical move, utilised several times, elevates Israel’s 
legal and moral standing while delegitimising Hamas as an actor that endangers not only 
civilians but also the very normative structure regulating armed conflict. It echoes what 
some scholars, like Schimmelfennig (2001), describe as rhetorical entrapment reversed, 
turning the adversary’s manipulation of norms into evidence of its own illegitimacy. It 
asserts that the erosion of legal and moral clarity is itself a strategy employed by terrorist 
organisations in asymmetric warfare.

Within this broader legitimacy contest, Gilad Erdan, Ambassador to the UN and the 
United States, made this assertion: “Israel does not suspect its [AP’s] employees were aware 
a covert Hamas unit was using the building in this way” (Magid, 2021). The statement 
offers a crucial rhetorical manoeuvre. Drawing on Mor’s categorisation, this appeal func-
tions as a rhetorical excuse, a strategy that mitigates blame by removing intent or culpa-
bility from the affected party, in this case, the media outlet. Unlike justifications, which 
assert the rightness or necessity of an action, excuses emphasise the absence of moral 
failing on the part of the individuals involved. By making it clear that APstaffs were not 
complicit or even aware of Hamas’s alleged use of their building, the Israeli appeal disso-
ciates journalistic actors from the military rationale that led to the strike. This dissociation 
allows Israel to acknowledge harm to civilians or civilian institutions without accepting 
that such harm was the product of Israeli intent or negligence, at the same time reinforc-
ing its claim that Hamas bears full responsibility for entangling protected objects within 
a combat zone.

Importantly, these remarks were not delivered in a vacuum; they were made during a 
visit to one of the affected media outlets Associate Press. The setting itself adds symbolic 
weight to the rhetorical appeal, signalling a deliberate effort to engage empathetically 
and transparently with the journalistic community. It is in this context that Ambassador 
Erdan’s broader affirmation, “Israel upholds the importance of press freedom and strives 
to ensure the safety of journalists wherever they are reporting” (Magid, 2021), serves as a 
reputational pivot that complements the operational justifications outlined above. In rhe-
torical terms, it operates across both blame avoidance and moral differentiation strategies.  
On one hand, it seeks to assuage global concern by reinforcing Israel’s normative align-
ment with freedom of the press, pushing back against accusations that the IDF deliber-
ately targeted journalists. On the other hand, it contrasts Israel’s public commitments 
with the purported conduct of Hamas, reinforcing an ethical divide between the two 
actors.
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This rhetorical gesture goes beyond textual denial or justification; it is symbolically com-
municative, acknowledging the sensitivities triggered by the incident while projecting 
transparency and accountability. The timing and setting amid international backlash and 
media outrage suggest a deliberate move to reclaim the moral high ground by distancing 
Israeli conduct from regimes known to suppress journalistic freedoms. It subtly recasts 
Israel as a reluctant actor operating under duress, reinforcing that the targeting decision 
was exceptional, not habitual, and shaped by adversary’s behaviour, rather than institu-
tional hostility towards the media. In doing so, Gilan’s intervention reinforces the narra-
tive that Israel’s military conduct remains bound by legal and moral restraint and that any 
perceived deviation from press freedom principles was circumstantial rather than systemic.

Building upon this, further appeals to justify the Al-Jalaa strike were anchored in the 
language of military necessity, particularly invoking the presence of sensitive electronic 
warfare equipment within the building. For example, the IDF stated that “Hamas opera-
tives had been using an office in the building to develop an electronic jamming system to 
be used against the Iron Dome defence system” (Fabian, 2021; Magid, 2021). This claim 
suggests that the Al-Jalaa Tower posed a real-time operational risk that could diminish 
Israel’s ability to intercept rockets, thereby raising the urgency of military engagement. 
The IDF’s X account echoed this claim, stating that while in the building, Hamas “gath-
ered intel for attacks against Israel, manufactured weapons, and positioned equipment 
to hamper IDF operations.” In this context, these claims fall under blame avoidance, 
specifically justification, with appeals recalibrating audience perception of the strike from 
an aggressive overreach to a necessary pre-emptive defence.

Complementing these appeals, another statement by Erdan noted that “the building 
posed such an imminent threat to Israeli civilians and was therefore prioritised by the 
IDF.” This assertion sharpens the temporal urgency tied to military necessity, reinforcing 
the notion that the strike was not merely lawful in principle but also imperative in timing. 
By emphasising imminent threat and proportionality, officials sought to demonstrate that 
targeting decisions, even when controversial, were based on real-time assessments of risk, 
not broad animosity or disregard for civilian structures. In other words, justification here 
hinges on the framing of imminence: that failure to act would have directly jeopardised 
civilian lives. More so, the description of its utility as “disrupting the efficiency of the 
Iron Dome system, which saves lives on both ends” repositions the tower from a mere 
civilian object to a high-value military asset. The statement ties the military necessity of 
the strike to humanitarian logic, subtly implying that targeting the jamming system not 
only defends Israeli civilians but also minimises retaliatory escalation that would affect 
Palestinians.

Yet, an ancillary problem arises when the inherent ambiguity of dual-use targets is com-
bined with the expectations that intelligence would be made publicly available and intel-
ligence sources and methods would be simultaneously preserved. Addressing this issue in 
an interview while reacting to questions following the Committee to Protect Journalists’ 
demands for a “detailed and documented justification” a day after the strike, PM Netanyahu 
responded as follows: “We share with our American friends all that intelligence and here’s 
the intelligence we had,” restating the use of the towers by Palestinian terrorist organisa-
tions; he ends his response by saying that “it’s a perfectly legitimate target.” The statement 
operates as a rhetorical justification designed to balance competing demands. On one 
hand, it addresses international and journalistic pressure, particularly the expectation for 
transparency and public disclosure, by suggesting that the strike was based on credible 
and vetted intelligence. On the other hand, it stops short of publicly revealing sensitive 
information, instead outsourcing credibility to a ‘trusted ally’ (the United States), thereby 
preserving the confidentiality of intelligence sources and methods.
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Rather than disclosing classified intelligence to the broader international public, which 
could compromise operational methods, sources, and ongoing capabilities, Israel appeals 
to the credibility of a powerful and trusted ally functioning as the validating proxy. This 
move seeks to transfer legitimacy from a potentially contested domestic narrative to an 
international actor perceived as neutral or at least independently capable of verification. 
It is a calculated form of blame avoidance, particularly when full disclosure is infeasible. 
However, this approach simultaneously reveals a strategic vulnerability. Proxy validation 
may not fully satisfy public or institutional demands for transparency, especially in highly 
contested targeting operations involving dual-use infrastructure, such as a building hous-
ing both media and alleged military assets; the burden of proof becomes heavier precisely 
because of the potential for misinterpretation or misuse.

While the appeal to proxy validation sought to uphold the legitimacy of the strike through 
external corroboration, Israel’s rhetorical strategy did not rely solely on external actors 
or classified intelligence. A complementary dimension of its blame avoidance approach 
involved reshaping the perceived nature of the operation itself, by foregrounding opera-
tional measures and contextual nuances that downplayed cruelty and reinforced normative 
restraint. This pivot reflects what Mor (2009, p. 236) identifies as a common tactic in 
blame avoidance: reframing actions to appear less aggressive or harmful within the bounds 
of moral and legal expectations. This move was not only strategic but also timely, as it 
emerged in the immediate aftermath of human rights organisations raising concerns that 
the strike on Al-Jalaa Tower constituted a war crime and fits into a broader pattern of 
collective punishment. The appeals deployed repositioned the nature of the strike, not as 
indiscriminate or punitive but as discriminating, proportional, and preventative. The IDF’s 
statement that “prior to the strikes, the IDF warned the civilians in the building and gave 
them sufficient time to evacuate” (IDF, 2021, Magid 2021) is a powerful example of this.

Within the logic of blame avoidance, this claim serves multiple discursive functions. First, 
it implies that the military operation was targeted at an objective, not at civilians, thereby 
pre-emptively undermining accusations of deliberate civilian targeting. Second, the ref-
erence to advance warning fulfils a legal and moral expectation under IHL to take all 
feasible precautions to spare civilians. Since collective punishment inherently implies a 
disregard for civilian distinction, the emphasis on prior warning works to disaggregate 
civilians from the intended target and reframe the strike as discriminating, not punitive. 
This line of appeal was not isolated. Ambassador Erdan’s statement during his visit to the 
media outlet follows this rhetorical trajectory but amplifies it through contrastive moral 
framing: “Israel did everything to ensure no employees or civilians were hurt during this 
operation... In contrast, Hamas is a genocidal terrorist organisation that purposely places 
its terror machine in civilian areas” (Magid, 2021).

Here, the rhetorical structure employs a dual strategy: excuse (no intent to harm) and 
moral differentiation. The first clause affirms adherence to humanitarian norms and sig-
nals that the resulting absence of casualties was not accidental but the result of deliberate 
precautionary measures. The second clause explicitly attributes the presence of civilians 
to Hamas’s strategic positioning, invoking the widely condemned tactic of using human 
shields. This rhetorical move transfers responsibility for civilian risk from the IDF to 
Hamas, thereby undermining the claim that Israel engaged in collective punishment, as 
collective punishment implies that the civilian population was targeted because of their 
association with a political entity. Erdan’s appeal insists that the danger to civilians was 
manufactured by Hamas, not imposed by Israeli policy.

Prime Minister Netanyahu furthers this line of argument stating, “As always, Israel is 
doing everything possible to protect our civilians and keep Palestinian civilians out of 
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harm’s way—by yet again warning civilians to vacate the building… unlike Hamas, the 
absence of casualties are as a result of special care taken” (Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
2021c). This statement performs three simultaneous functions. First, it reinforces the nar-
rative of consistency in Israel’s conduct, highlighting that the use of warnings is part of a 
standard operating procedure, rather than a one-off reaction. This consistency is crucial 
to disproving allegations of systemic civilian targeting. Second, it introduces a causal link 
between Israel’s ‘special care’ and the lack of civilian casualties, again working to refute the 
core element of collective punishment—intentionally causing civilian suffering. Lastly, 
by contrasting Israeli care with Hamas’s recklessness, it places Israel on the moral high 
ground, thus invoking moral differentiation to reposition the entire military campaign as 
defensive, lawful, and restrained. Essentially, the emphasis on pre-strike warnings, evacua-
tions, and careful targeting denies intent to harm civilians and nullifies the legal and moral 
basis of collective punishment accusations. These remarks not only affirm normative stan-
dards but are also calibrated to resonate with audiences whose support for military action 
is contingent on minimal civilian harm.

Another dimension of Israel’s rhetorical defence emerged in statements acknowledging 
the operational costs it was willing to absorb to minimise civilian harm. For instance, 
noting the operational effect of the advance warning, the IDF tweeted: “Hamas & Islamic 
Jihad used this time to take items out of the building—We were willing to pay that 
price to not harm any civilians.” This appeal highlights that humanitarian considerations 
tempered military necessity. The rhetorical function here is to defuse accusations of dis-
proportionate force or targeting civilians, by presenting the strike as both precautionary 
and principled—even when that meant sacrificing military advantage. However, immedi-
ately after this tweet, critics questioning the legality of the attack argued that Hamas had 
effectively made the building a civilian object by “simply moving their equipment out” 
(Haque, 2021).

This narrative brings to attention the quandary associated with switching status from civil-
ian objects to military objectives or continuous combat function in the case of individuals, 
which contends that the tower must remain a military objective at the precise time of 
attack. For critics, the notification enabling the movement of equipment neutralised the 
immediate threat, making the attack unlawful. By challenging norms in a way that creates 
a slippery slope, this interpretation seems to test the idea of advance warnings, in the sense 
that it questions if the precautionary measure should serve only a deterrence and further 
lethal actions are unnecessary once activated. What then are the implications? On the 
one hand, it could further incentivise terror actors to continue to base operations within 
civilian objects, counting on protection either with or without effective warnings. On the 
other hand, since “proportionality in attack are inherently subjective determination” and 
warnings based on circumstances, such interpretation could unintentionally disincentiv-
ise states from issuing effective advance warnings, for example, decreasing the timing of 
evacuation (Cohen and Shany, 2021). Needless to say, both outcomes increase the lethal 
threshold of civilians and civilian objects.

Such dilemmas do not remain confined to battlefield ethics or legal debate; they inevitably 
spill into the realm of international legitimacy, where narrative framing plays a decisive 
role. The normative ambiguity surrounding the strike, which formed part of a broader 
military operation, was swiftly drawn into a wider political arena. The delegitimisation of 
Israel’s military operations acquired renewed traction when the United Nations Human 
Rights Council (UNHRC) passed a resolution establishing a permanent Commission of 
Inquiry, a mechanism regarded as the Council’s most robust investigative tool. Brought 
forward by the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) and the Palestinian delega-
tion, and adopted with 24 votes in favour, nine against, and 14 abstentions, the resolution 
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marked a pivotal moment in the escalation of legal and political scrutiny. Israel’s rhetori-
cal response to this development would reflect not only its defensive posture but also an 
assertive effort to challenge the moral and procedural legitimacy of international actors it 
deemed biased.

Israeli officials immediately framed the resolution as a morally inverted move that pun-
ished a democracy defending itself while excusing a terrorist organisation. Prime Minister 
Netanyahu’s statement, “the automatic majority at the council whitewashes a genocidal 
terrorist organisation that deliberately targets Israeli civilians while turning Gaza’s civilians 
into human shields” (Times of Israel, 2021b), provides a stark example of blame impo-
sition. Here, responsibility is not just deflected from Israeli conduct but also redirected 
towards both Hamas and the international community. This reflects the logic of rhetorical 
entrapment reversal: Israel accuses Hamas of systematically abusing legal norms while 
accusing international actors of enabling this abuse by misattributing guilt and contribut-
ing to the erosion of normative order. Netanyahu’s follow-up statement, “while depicting 
as the ‘guilty party’ a democracy acting legitimately to protect its citizens from thousands 
of indiscriminate rocket attacks—this travesty makes a mockery of international law and 
encourages terrorists worldwide” (Times of Israel, 2021b), adds another dimension. This 
appeal furthers moral differentiation by presenting Israel’s actions as justified and nor-
matively constrained while portraying the resolution as a distortion of justice that fuels 
impunity. The suggestion that such resolutions “encourage terrorists worldwide” draws on 
a slippery slope argument: that mislabelling legal military responses as crimes undermines 
the entire global legal framework, diminishing deterrence against terrorism.

The rhetorical strategy extended to Israel’s representation at the UN. Ambassador Meirav 
Eilon Shahar emphasised the moral disparity between Israel and Hamas stating: “What 
will be presented today by many nations is an immoral equivalent between a democracy 
[Israel] that seeks peace and abides by international law and a murderous extreme terrorist 
organisation [Hamas] that kills indiscriminately (even their own citizens)” (UNHCR, 
2021). Here, moral differentiation is used to present the UNHRC’s stance as false equiv-
alence. The stark dichotomy paints the resolution as not merely inaccurate but also mor-
ally compromised, especially regarding those states that endorsed it. This framing draws 
a sharp moral boundary between Israel and Hamas, positioning the resolution as not 
merely legally flawed but also ethically misguided in its failure to differentiate between 
state self-defence and indiscriminate terrorism. 

This critique is further reinforced by a statement already acknowledged in the method-
ological section, where Ambassador Shahar expands the moral argument with a pointed 
rhetorical inversion: “You cannot be pro-Palestinian if you do not condemn Hamas for 
using its own people (the Palestinian people) as human shields. You cannot be pro-Pales-
tinian if you continue to allow Hamas to use the international aid to build terror infra-
structure in its schools, residential buildings, and hospitals” (UNHCR, 2021). Here, 
Shahar questions the moral coherence of those who claim to support Palestinian rights 
while ignoring the tactics that endanger Palestinian civilians. The strategy deflects blame 
from Israel and reorients accountability towards both Hamas and the states perceived 
to be absolving and enabling its actions through silence or complicity. Put differently, 
this rhetorical device does not simply aim to deflect criticism but to also expose what it 
portrays as a failure of moral discernment among the resolution’s supporters. It suggests 
that such states have, either knowingly or inadvertently, legitimised asymmetric warfare 
tactics that exploit civilians and violate the laws of armed conflict. Shahar’s concluding 
challenge crystallises the moral stakes: “Choose to stand with a terrorist organisation that 
glories death or with a democracy that cherishes life.” This final dichotomy transforms the 
debate from one of legal interpretation to a matter of existential moral choice. Rather than 
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merely defending Israel’s actions, the appeal also confronts the resolution’s supporters with 
an ethical ultimatum: that siding against Israel in such contexts amounts to endorsing 
actors who systematically violate humanitarian norms. Crucially, the rhetoric not only 
positions these endorsers as undermining international legal standards, but it also frames 
them as inadvertently contributing to the erosion of protections necessary for the survival 
of the Palestinian people themselves. By failing to condemn Hamas’s tactics, the implica-
tion is that such states empower a governance model that exploits civilians and thrives on 
perpetual conflict. 

Through these layered rhetorical moves, Israel’s UN representation shifted the focus from 
legal technicalities to moral clarity, framing the resolution and, by extension, its endorsers 
as complicit in legitimising a cycle of violence that endangers both Israeli and Palestinian 
lives. In doing so, Israel seeks to reframe the vote not as a principled stand for human 
rights but as a politicised gesture that undermines the very norms it purports to uphold. 
As a result, this escalating rhetorical posture culminated in a more structural rejection of 
the UNHRC itself. Defence Minister Benny Gantz’s assertion that the decision “ends all 
legitimacy for the Human Rights Council’s continued existence” illustrates an effort to 
delegitimise the institutional framework behind the resolution. Gantz’s statement does 
not engage in legal debate over specific facts but challenges the entire legitimacy of the 
Council’s actions and authority. This serves as both blame avoidance and normative con-
testation, asserting that Israel cannot and should not accept judgement from bodies it 
views as politically biased and strategically misused.

In sum, Israel’s public diplomacy during and after the Al-Jalaa Tower strike reflects a 
layered and adaptive rhetorical posture, one that strategically deployed blame avoidance, 
blame imposition, and moral differentiation to contest allegations of illegitimacy. The 
appeals reviewed in this analysis, ranging from claims of military necessity to assertions 
of humanitarian precaution and democratic values, were calibrated to navigate both legal 
critique and reputational threat. Crucially, these rhetorical forms were not simply reac-
tionary but embedded in a broader discursive framework that seeks to reassert Israel’s 
legitimacy as a rule-abiding actor operating within the bounds of international law. This 
is especially important, given the layered complexities of asymmetric conflict and the 
strategic ambiguity often present in dual-use targeting scenarios.

Moreover, the targeting controversy surrounding the Al-Jalaa Tower became a prism 
through which larger questions of international judgement, normative consistency, 
and institutional bias were contested. The subsequent UNHRC resolution and Israel’s 
response to it reflect this broader struggle over the interpretation and application of legal 
norms. In this context, public diplomacy functions not merely as a tool of image man-
agement but as a central mechanism for shaping the discursive environment in which 
legitimacy is both granted and withdrawn. As such, this case underscores the significance 
of rhetorical practice in contemporary conflict, where the legitimacy of military action is 
increasingly adjudicated not only on the battlefield but also in the arena of global public 
discourse.

Conclusions

This study set out to examine the rhetorical strategies employed by Israel in the after-
math of the Al-Jalaa Tower strike during Operation Guardian of the Walls, with a 

specific focus on public diplomacy and the broader contestation over legitimacy following 
reputational challenges. The central research question asked how states construct pub-
lic diplomacy appeals to justify targeted strikes, particularly when those strikes involve 
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dual-use civilian infrastructure. Underpinning this inquiry is the assumption that in 
asymmetric warfare, where some adversaries often exploit the principle of distinction to 
provoke reputational harm, state actors respond with strategically framed appeals designed 
to reinforce perceived compliance with IHL. These appeals emphasise both necessity and 
legality of military actions, particularly in their rhetorical framing.

The study approached public diplomacy as a discursive battleground shaped by strate-
gic communication, where legitimacy and public opinion are actively contested during 
moments of acute geopolitical tension. The research reveals that over time, rhetorical 
intensity was closely tied to the conflict’s escalation and the amplification of criticism 
following the strike. Israel’s messaging initially emphasised blame avoidance, grounded in 
legalistic appeals to self-defence and operational necessity. This approach evolved into a 
more assertive strategy combining blame imposition and moral differentiation. As inter-
national condemnation mounted, particularly from UN institutions and human rights 
organisations, rhetorical tone shifted from defensive justification to proactive contesta-
tion. Statements invoking military necessity gave way to arguments about institutional 
bias, normative hypocrisy, and the strategic manipulation of humanitarian law by adver-
saries. The findings indicate that public diplomacy in this context functions more as a 
means of maintaining legitimacy in the face of normative contestation than as a form of 
persuasion.

In terms of source diversity, rhetorical appeals were consistently echoed across multiple 
levels of the Israeli government and military apparatus. From Prime Minister Netanyahu 
to Defence Minister Gantz, Foreign Minister Ashkenazi, IDF spokespeople, and UN 
representatives, like Ambassador Meirav Eilon Shahar, there was a unified communica-
tive front. This institutional coherence bolstered the credibility of Israel’s narrative and 
minimised the possibility of counter-narratives taking hold in the discursive space both 
domestically and internationally. Particularly notable is the deliberate layering of rhe-
torical appeals across actors, with higher officials focusing on moral differentiation and 
sovereignty-based arguments, and military spokespeople foregrounding operational justi-
fication and tactical nuance.

Equally revealing was the diversity of target orientation. While much of the messaging 
was directed at Hamas, portraying it as the originator of violence and a manipulator 
of international norms, a significant share of rhetoric was aimed at third-party actors, 
namely states that voted in favour of the UNHRC resolution, NGOs, multilateral institu-
tions, media organisations whose offices were affected, and foreign governments, includ-
ing those whose citizens were the casualties of Hamas’s indiscriminate rocket fire. This 
external orientation highlights a dual-track strategy: defending actions on the ground 
and simultaneously contesting the legitimacy of global mechanisms of judgement. The 
emphasis on democratic values, normative alignment, and institutional fairness was a 
calculated effort to isolate critics and rally sympathetic state actors who might relate to 
similar security dilemmas.

The strategy of blame avoidance was structured around legal and humanitarian framing. 
Central to this was the positioning of Israel not as an aggressor but as a state compelled 
to protect its population in response to unprovoked and indiscriminate rocket attacks. 
Furthermore, Israel repeatedly asserted that advance warnings, intelligence-based target-
ing, and efforts to minimise civilian casualties underscored its compliance with IHL. The 
narrative of proportionality was not merely legalistic but also emotionally laden, as seen 
in references to Israeli civilians sheltering from rockets. These emotional appeals, aimed 
particularly at fellow democracies, invoked shared vulnerability and common defence 
imperatives, seeking to reframe Israeli actions as aligned with universal state practice.
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Blame imposition, on the other hand, was framed through accusations of systematic mis-
conduct by Hamas, particularly its embedding of military assets within civilian infrastruc-
ture. By repeatedly invoking the use of human shields and the deliberate provocation of 
the media-targeting controversy, Israel portrayed Hamas not only as the primary violator 
of humanitarian norms but also as an actor exploiting the very standards designed to pro-
tect civilians. This strategy sought not only to shift legal responsibility but also to under-
mine Hamas’s moral standing in the eyes of the global public and institutional arbiters.

Moral differentiation emerged as a central rhetorical pillar, particularly in diplomatic are-
nas. Statements by Ambassador Shahar and Prime Minister Netanyahu did not merely 
defend Israeli conduct but constructed an ethical binary between a democracy that “cher-
ishes life” and a terrorist organisation that “glorifies death.” This form of moral storytelling 
sought to elevate Israel above the political fray, portraying it as a beacon of restraint and 
legality amid a sea of orchestrated civilian endangerment by its adversary. The appeal was 
not only to legality but also to conscience, positioning the international community’s 
support for Hamas as a betrayal of both Palestinian welfare and global moral standards.

This framing reached its peak in the response to the UNHRC resolution, which Israel cast 
not as a legal assessment but as a moral failure. The emphasis shifted to the complicity of 
third-party states and institutions that, by focusing solely on Israeli actions, were seen as 
enabling terror and undermining the very norms they claim to uphold. This argument was 
particularly salient in Shahar’s statement highlighting that one cannot be pro-Palestinian 
without condemning Hamas’s exploitation of its own civilians. This rhetorical inversion 
placed the burden of moral responsibility on critics, framing them as enablers of civilian 
suffering, rather than protectors of rights.

Importantly, the analysis found that such appeals to third parties often fused moral dif-
ferentiation with strategic deterrence. Statements warning that Hamas would continue to 
embed itself within civilian infrastructure if such tactics were rewarded highlighted the 
potential unintended consequences of institutional critique. In this way, Israel argued 
that by censuring Israeli strikes without acknowledging Hamas’s violations, the interna-
tional community risked incentivising the very tactics it seeks to eliminate. Ultimately, the 
findings suggest that Israel’s public diplomacy employed a layered strategy that adapted 
to evolving criticisms while maintaining thematic consistency. The integration of self-
defensive logic, humanitarian precaution, moral dichotomy, and strategic deterrence con-
stituted a sophisticated communicative arsenal aimed at not just defending the Al-Jalaa 
strike but also contesting the frameworks through which such actions were judged.

This study contributes to the understanding of how rhetorical strategies function within 
conflict diplomacy, particularly in asymmetric settings where legal and moral standards 
are deeply contested. It highlights the performative nature of public diplomacy, where 
legitimacy is not merely asserted but enacted through sustained narrative construction. 
Through the case of Israel’s rhetorical response to the criticisms emanating from the 
Al-Jalaa Tower strike, the study illustrates how state actors mobilise discursive resources 
to frame their actions as lawful, necessary, and morally grounded. For policymakers and 
observers, the findings underscore the centrality of narrative framing in shaping the inter-
national reception of military conduct and the strategic importance of communicative 
coherence across institutional actors.

Nonetheless, the study acknowledges several limitations. It focuses on a single incident 
within a broader and deeply entrenched conflict, which may constrain the generalisability 
of its findings. Furthermore, the analysis is limited to textual discourse, excluding visual 
and multimodal forms of communication, such as imagery, symbols, and video content, 
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which are becoming increasingly integral to contemporary public diplomacy. These exclu-
sions may overlook how such non-textual elements shape perception and influence global 
opinion. Additionally, the lack of audience reception analysis means that the study cannot 
assess how the public or decision-makers interpreted or responded to Israel’s rhetorical 
strategies. Without insight into reception, the effectiveness or resonance of the messages 
remains speculative.

Looking forward, future research might explore how such strategies are received across 
different international audiences, including media ecosystems, civil society organisations, 
and domestic constituencies. It may also consider how adversarial actors respond rhetor-
ically, and how these discursive dynamics evolve in long-term legitimacy contests. Also, 
comparative case studies involving other states conducting strikes on dual-use infrastruc-
ture could help determine whether similar legitimisation patterns recur or not. Finally, 
incorporating visual rhetoric and social media analysis would deepen our understanding 
of how public diplomacy unfolds across different communicative platforms in real-time 
crisis environments. In any case, what remains clear is that rhetorical strategy has become 
a vital component of statecraft in modern conflict, where the battle for legitimacy is waged 
not only through military action but also through language, narrative, and symbolic 
contestation.
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Appendix

Actor/ Institution Statement Rhetorical Strategy

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

‘Israel didn’t initiate this conflict – We were attacked in an unprovoked 
manner by the Hamas terrorist organization that fired four thousand 
rockets into our capital and into our cities’.

Blame Imposition

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

It has been five days since Hamas brazenly fired rockets at Jerusalem and 
other Israeli cities in a totally unprovoked attack’.

Blame Imposition

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“…..we were attacked by Hamas on our National Day, Jerusalem Day, 
attacked- unprovoked attacks on Jerusalem and then thousands of rockets 
and missiles on our cities... And I think any country has to defend itself. It 
has a natural right of self-defense.” 

Blame Imposition

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“They deliberately target our cities, deliberately target our civilians. They 
glorify the death of children and civilians and old people. They are happy 
with it. I think they’re happy with any deaths that are caused to them. 
We grieve for every non-combatant loss in Gaza and we grieve for all our 
civilians who died.”

Moral Differentiation

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“we share with our American friends all that intelligence and here’s the 
intelligence we had, it’s about Palestinian terrorist- an intelligence office 
for the Palestinian terrorist organization housed in that building that plots 
and organizes the terror attacks against Israeli civilians. So it’s a perfectly 
legitimate target.”

Blame Avoidance

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“I mean, just imagine what would have happened if you had 2,900 
rockets fired on Washington and New York and others. I think you would 
understand our position. I think you do actually.”

Blame Avoidance

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“I also want to use this opportunity to ask the ambassadors of Thailand 
and India to extend my personal condolences to the families of their 
citizens who were killed, murdered by Hamas rockets.”.....“This is just 
one more manifestation of the fact that Hamas indiscriminately targets 
everyone. They murder everyone, any civilian they can get their hands on. 
They use civilians. They target civilians while hiding behind civilians using 
them as human shields. This is the problem that we face. “

Blame Imposition

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“Because Hamas is embedded deeply in civilian areas, because it uses 
civilian human shields. Democracies have a choice. They can say there is 
nothing we can do. We will absorb attacks against our cities. We can do 
that or we can level the cities.”

Blame Imposition

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“There is no army in the world that does more than the Israeli army, in the 
Israeli security services, in Israeli intelligence to prevent collateral damage. 
To have Israel criticized for that is absurd. Not only is absurd and unjust 
and untrue, it does enormous damage to democracies that are fighting this 
kind of evil. It says you cannot protect yourself.”

Blame Avoidance

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“this is not our response to the firing of thousands of rockets on our cities. 
We do something different. We try to target those who target us with great 
precision.

Moral Differentiation

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“Instead of having the perpetrators who commit double war crimes, 
who are hiding behind civilians and firing on civilians, not having them 
criticized but having you criticized is the height of hypocrisy and stupidity. 
What that does is in fact encourage the terrorists. It gives support, it gives 
encouragement to the terrorists and that is something that is bad for each 
one of us.”

Blame Imposition
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Actor/ Institution Statement Rhetorical Strategy

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

the council, with its “shameful decision,” had shown a “blatant anti-Israel 
obsession,”..... “automatic majority at the council whitewashes a genocidal 
terrorist organization that deliberately targets Israeli civilians while turning 
Gaza’s civilians into human shields.”

Blame Imposition

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“As always, Israel is doing everything possible to protect our civilians and 
keep Palestinian civilians out of harm’s way. We demonstrated this yet 
again today when we warned civilians to vacate the building used by the 
Hamas terror intelligence. They vacated the premises before the target was 
destroyed and that’s why you don’t hear of casualties from these collapsing 
terror towers because we take special care to avoid these civilian casualties, 
exactly the opposite of Hamas.”

Moral Differentiation

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“You see these high rise towers that are used by Hamas over and over 
again... They collapse and no one is killed... we, unlike Hamas, take 
special precautions to tell people, leave the building, leave the premises.... 
that’s the difference between Israel and Hamas”.

Moral Differentiation

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“if Hamas thought that they could just fire rockets and then sit back and 
enjoy immunity, that’s false... We are targeting a terrorist organization that 
is targeting our civilians and hiding behind their civilians, using them as 
human shields.”

Blame Imposition

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“I want to remind the world that in firing on our cities, Hamas is 
committing a double war crime. They’re targeting our civilians and hiding 
behind Palestinian civilians, effectively using them as human shields.

Blame Imposition

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“No one should have any equivocation about the choice that is so clear 
here …... You cannot equate a democracy that values life with a terror 
organization that glorifies death.”

Moral Differentiation

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“This past week, millions of Israelis were forced into bomb shelters as 
missiles rained down on our cities. Several Israelis have been killed. Many 
more have been wounded. You know and I know, no country would 
tolerate this. Israel will not tolerate this.

Blame Avoidance

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(Prime Minister)

“Israel has responded forcefully to these attacks and we will continue 
to respond forcefully until the security of our people is reinstated and 
restored.

Blame Avoidance

Benny Gantz 
(Defence Minister)

“There isn’t a sovereign country anywhere that would accept incoming 
rocket fire on its citizens and population centers. We don’t accept it either. 
It is our right and responsibility to act, and that is what we will do.”

Blame Avoidance

Benny Gantz 
(Defense Minister)

the decision “ends all legitimacy for the Human Rights Council’s 
continued existence,” ... “any peace-loving country” would target Hamas 
the way Israel has.

Blame Imposition

Gabi Askenazi 
(Foreign Minister)

“We will ensure we preserve our freedom to act. No country would accept 
rockets fired at its capital, parliament and international airport while 
millions of residents are forced to spend nights in bomb shelters”

Blame Avoidance

Gabi Askenazi 
(Foreign Minister) 

“Hamas started the violence against Israel as part of a power struggle 
after the Palestinian Authority canceled its elections. “They are a terrorist 
organization trying to take control of the Palestinian discourse and 
position itself among Palestinians....”

 Blame Imposition

Gabi Askenazi 
(Foreign Minister) 

“The terrorists of #Hamas fired more than 600 rockets in the last 24 
hours, targeting civilian populations in Israel’s capital center & southern 
towns, killing 3 citizens and injuring dozens. We expect the entire 
international community to condemn Hamas’ terrorist activities and the 
rocket fire from #Gaza & not to reward terrorism. 

Blame Imposition
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Actor/ Institution Statement Rhetorical Strategy

Gabi Askenazi 
(Foreign Minister) 

“With every rocket fired, #Hamas is committing a double war crime. They 
fire at Israeli citizens from within population centers in #Gaza, using the 
entire population of Gaza as human shields. Israel uses proportionate force 
while doing all it can to avoid harming civilians.”

Moral Differentiation

Gilad Erdan (Israeli 
Ambassador to the 
US and UN)

Hamas sought to jam Iron Dome from your Gaza tower. Blame Avoidance

Gilad Erdan (Israeli 
Ambassador to the 
US and UN)

“outrageous.”...“This appalling, one-sided, antisemitic resolution has 
effectively predetermined the results of the so-called investigation. It 
ignores the rockets fired at Israeli civilians and equates Israel with Hamas, 
a terrorist organization, thereby legitimizing Hamas and other terrorist 
organizations worldwide,”

Blame Imposition

Gilad Erdan (Israeli 
Ambassador to the 
US and UN)

Hamas operatives had been using an office in the building to “develop 
an electronic jamming system to be used against the Iron Dome defense 
system.”

Blame Avoidance

Gilad Erdan (Israeli 
Ambassador to the 
US and UN)

the “building posed such an imminent threat to Israeli civilians and was 
[therefore] prioritized by the IDF.”

Blame Avoidance

Gilad Erdan (Israeli 
Ambassador to the 
US and UN)

“Israel upholds the importance of press freedom and strives to ensure the 
safety of journalists wherever they are reporting.”

Moral Differentiation

Gilad Erdan (Israeli 
Ambassador to the 
US and UN)

“Israel did everything to ensure no employees or civilians were hurt during 
this operation. In contrast, Hamas is a genocidal terrorist organization 
that purposely places its terror machine in civilian areas, including in 
buildings being used by international media outlets.”

Moral Differentiation

Hidai Zilberman 
(IDF Spokesperson)

“We’re in the midst of an operation. They are firing wherever they 
want, on a civilian population, on cities that have tens and hundreds of 
thousands of people. ...imagine what they would say if one rocket — one! 
— were fired at Washington. I want to know what they would say,”

Blame Avoidance

Hidai Zilberman 
(IDF Spokesperson)

“A building that has Hamas and Islamic Jihad assets in it needs to be 
brought down”

Blame Imposition

Hidai Zilberman 
(IDF Spokesperson)

If Hamas and the Islamic Jihad think that the media are their shield, then 
in the next operation in Gaza, we’ll find that media outlets’ offices are 
going to be popping up as covers for terrorist assets

Blame Avoidance

Israeli Defense Forces 
(IDF)

“The target was of high military value to Hamas and was vetted 
according to rigorous procedures within the IDF, and in accordance with 
international law,” 

Blame Avoidance

Israeli Defense Forces 
(IDF)

“Inside the building were multiple military units used by Hamas, 
including headquarters used for military research and development, 
military intelligence offices and more.”

Blame Imposition

Israeli Defense Forces 
(IDF)

the tower was an “important base of operations for Hamas’ military intel” 
... The base gathered intel for attacks against Israel, manufactured weapons 
& positioned equipment to hamper IDF operations.

Blame Avoidance

Israeli Defense Forces 
(IDF)

“The purpose of the IDF strike was to curtail these enemy capabilities, 
including destroying special equipment, and preventing their use during 
the operation. According to IDF assessments, the equipment was in the 
building at the time of the strike. The strike was designed to collapse the 
building in order to ensure the destruction of the special means.”

Blame Avoidance
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Israeli Defense Forces 
(IDF)

Significant efforts were made to enable civilians to evacuate the building. Blame Avoidance

Israeli Defense Forces 
(IDF)

We warned civilians in the building about our strike out of concern for 
their safety & gave them enough time to safely evacuate. Hamas & Islamic 
Jihad used this time to take items out of the building. We were willing to 
pay that price to not harm any civilians.

Moral Differentiation

Israeli Defense Forces 
(IDF)

“This event should be put into context – Hamas intentionally operates 
within the civilian population of Gaza and does so in order to hamper the 
IDF’s operational activity,”

Blame Imposition

Israeli Defense Forces 
(IDF)

“Hamas chooses to hide among civilians as it carries out attacks against 
Israel. This choice does not grant Hamas terrorists immunity from IDF 
strikes. We will continue to operate in order to defend the people of 
Israel”

Blame Imposition

Israeli Defense Forces 
(IDF)

The Hamas terror group intentionally locates its military assets in the 
hearts of civil populations in the Gaza Strip

Blame Imposition

Israeli Defense Forces 
(IDF)

this unit included “subject matter experts (SMEs) which constitute a 
unique asset to the Hamas terrorist organization. These SMEs operate the 
most valuable Hamas technological equipment against Israel.” 

Blame Avoidance

Israeli Defense Forces 
(IDF)

“One of the main goals of these efforts was to develop a system that would 
disrupt the Iron Dome aerial defense system,” 

Blame Avoidance

Lieutenant Colonel 
Jonathan Conricus 
(Israeli Military 
Spokesman)

That is totally false, the media is not the target... it contained Hamas 
military intelligence... Hamas might have calculated that by placing their 
“assets” inside a building with news media offices in it “they probably 
hoped that would keep them safe from Israeli attack

Blame Avoidance

Lieutenant Colonel 
Jonathan Conricus 
(Israeli Military 
Spokesman)

There was no way of taking down only the Hamas facilities that were 
in the building. They occupied several floors in the building and it was 
impossible only to take down those floors. It was deemed necessary to take 
down the whole building.

Blame Avoidance

Lt. Gen. Aviv Kohavi 
(Military Chief of 
Staff)

 "Hamas used various floors of the Jalaa Tower for “significant electronic 
warfare” meant to disrupt Israeli air force GPS communications, ….the 
building was destroyed justly ….I have no gram of regret.”

Blame Avoidance

Meirav Eilon Shahar 
(Israeli Envoy to the 
UN) 

Hamas terror group had fired 4,300 rockets at Israeli civilians from “from 
Palestinian homes, hospitals, and schools. Each one of these rockets 
constitutes a war crime…. What would you do if rockets were fired at 
Dublin, Paris, or Madrid?”

Blame Avoidance

Meirav Eilon Shahar 
(Israeli Envoy to the 
UN) 

Hamas leader Fathi Hammad said, cut off the head of Jews with knives, 
just three days later, Hamas a racist, genocidal terrorist organisation, 
launched an unprovoked unjustified attach against civilian population 
in Israel while cynically hiding military infrasture in the midst of Gaza 
civilians population. This constitute a double war crime’...... We will make 
no apologies for defending our citizens... 

Blame Imposition

Meirav Eilon Shahar 
(Israeli Envoy to the 
UN) 

“What will be presented today by many nations is an immoral equivalent 
between a democracy [Israel] that seeks peace and abides by international 
law and a murderous extreme terrorist organisation [Hamas] that kills 
indiscriminately (even their own citizens).” 

Moral Differentiation

Meirav Eilon Shahar 
(Israeli Envoy to the 
UN) 

“choose to stand with a terrorist organisation that glories death or with a 
democracy that cherishes life.” 

Moral Differentiation
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MFA Spokeman “The full responsibility for this escalation lies with the Hamas terrorist 
organization, which chose to initiate rocket fire at Israel’s capital of 
Jerusalem, the areas surrounding the Gaza Strip, and other cities in Israel.”

 Blame Imposition

MFA Spokeman “ Hamas uses the people of Gaza as a human shield, cynically exploits 
their suffering…. “

Blame Imposition

Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (MFA)

Israel will “continue to defend itself against politically biased entities 
(UNHRC) that seek to undermine the legitimacy of legal and justified 
activity.” The move ‚completely ignores the 4,300 rockets toward Israeli 
citizens’ fired from Gaza during the recent bout of fighting... the decision 
is a “moral stain on the international community and the UN.”

Blame Imposition

Ofir Gendelman 
(Prime Minister’s 
Arab-Language 
Spokesman)

Hamas targets civilians deliberately. It fired up till now 2300+ rockets at 
Israeli cities, aiming to kill thousands of Israelis. At the same time, it hides 
behind Palestinian civilians and used them as human shields….That’s a 
double war crime

Blame Imposition

Reuven 
Rivlin (President)

 “inexplicable decision against Israeli citizens who faced the criminal fire of 
thousands of missiles against innocent civilians... The world turned upside 
down”

Blame Imposition
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