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In modern conflicts, the struggle over meaning often rivals the struggle over territory. As
images, casualty figures, and legal accusations circulate globally in near real time, states and
aligned advocacy networks face an urgent secondary task: shaping how violence is interpreted.
This paper examines the use of hasbara—a term originally meaning “explanation” but now
widely associated with strategic narrative management—as a rhetorical system for denying or
neutralizing allegations of genocide. Rather than focusing on whether genocide has occurred in
any single case, this paper analyzes the techniques of denial themselves: how mass civilian harm
is reframed as misunderstanding, necessity, accident, or moral symmetry. Drawing on denial
theory, media studies, and legal discourse analysis, the paper shows how atrocity denial rarely
takes the form of outright rejection. Instead, it operates through interpretive maneuvers that
accept facts while stripping them of meaning, intent, or legal consequence. The argument
advanced here is that hasbara-style denial functions less as persuasion than as containment:
narrowing what can be said, who can say it, and which frames are considered legitimate. By
mapping these techniques systematically, the paper aims to equip readers—journalists,
scholars, and citizens alike—to recognize when “explanation” becomes a substitute for
accountability, and when public diplomacy crosses the line into moral evasion.
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1. Introduction: When Explanation Becomes Erasure
1.1 The Power of Narrative in Mass-Violence Disputes

In the aftermath of mass violence, facts alone do not determine public judgment. The same
event—a bombed hospital, a mass grave, a surge in civilian deaths—can be interpreted through
radically different narratives depending on who is speaking, how the media frames it, and what
cultural associations are already in play. This contest over meaning is especially intense when
the word genocide enters the discourse. Unlike general war crimes or civilian casualties,
genocide carries not just legal weight but civilizational stigma. To be accused of genocide is to
be placed outside the community of moral nations. Thus, controlling the narrative around such
accusations becomes a core objective of state-aligned actors and their advocacy networks.

The term hasbara, often used in connection with Israeli public diplomacy, has come to
symbolize this kind of narrative warfare: not merely explaining policy, but preemptively shaping
the moral field in which evidence is interpreted. Hasbara techniques—repetition of talking
points, delegitimization of critics, emotional framing—do not merely defend a nation’s image.
They aim to define which facts are admissible, which interpretations are reasonable, and which
words are unspeakable. In this sense, narrative is not a postscript to violence but a second
battlefield.

1.2 From Information Warfare to Moral Boundary Setting

While information warfare is often associated with tactical deception—disinformation, cyber
manipulation, fake news—the more enduring form of influence is moral framing. When hasbara
narratives describe a military operation as “self-defense,” or dismiss mounting civilian casualties
as “collateral damage,” they are not simply making a factual claim. They are reinforcing a moral
boundary: placing their own actions within the realm of necessity and legality, and placing
critics outside the bounds of objectivity, patriotism, or even decency.

This process is not unique to one state or one conflict. Governments across the world engage in
similar rhetorical maneuvers when their legitimacy is threatened. But in the case of ongoing,
high-intensity conflicts with asymmetric power relations and strong international attention, the
need to explain becomes relentless. What begins as public relations morphs into a sustained
effort to redefine what counts as genocide, what counts as truth, and what counts as moral
agency. Thus, the logic of hasbara is not just about countering criticism—it is about managing
the threshold between atrocity and acceptability.

1.3 Scope, Method, and Limits of the Analysis

This paper does not seek to adjudicate specific accusations of genocide or assess their factual
validity. Instead, it analyzes the discursive strategies used to deny or deflect such accusations



through the lens of hasbara techniques. Drawing on sociological theories of denial, media
framing analysis, and international legal standards, it focuses on how genocide claims are
neutralized not by disproving them, but by redefining them out of existence. The goal is to
examine how this pattern of rhetorical containment operates: what techniques are deployed,
what assumptions are baked into their use, and what effects they have on public understanding
and institutional response.

The analysis focuses primarily on Israel’s hasbara system due to its highly developed structure
and extensive documentation, but many of the techniques discussed are broadly applicable
across other cases of atrocity denial—from the Rohingya crisis to the Armenian genocide to
Bosnia and Rwanda. Where appropriate, comparative references will be made to underscore
the transnational character of denial rhetoric. The aim is not to single out, but to map a broader
pattern.

At the same time, this paper acknowledges its limits. It does not presume that all public
diplomacy is dishonest, nor that every civilian casualty amounts to genocide. Rather, it asks:
When does the act of explaining itself become a barrier to accountability? What does it mean
when a state’s most polished weapon is its narrative? And what happens to justice when
violence is always already pre-explained?

2. Hasbara as a System, Not a Slogan
2.1 Origins and Evolution of Hasbara as Public Diplomacy

The term hasbara, derived from the Hebrew root lehasbir, meaning “to explain,” originally
referred to efforts by the Israeli state to clarify its policies and positions to international
audiences. It emerged formally in the mid-20th century, as Israel recognized the necessity of
managing its global image amid persistent regional conflict, refugee displacement, and war.
Hasbara was not initially synonymous with propaganda; rather, it was conceived as a form of
strategic communication akin to public diplomacy—an effort to tell Israel’s story, defend its
legitimacy, and shape foreign perceptions through reasoned appeal.

In the 1950s and 60s, hasbara was coordinated through government ministries and foreign
embassies, particularly targeting Western allies. During key moments such as the 1967 Six-Day
War and the 1973 Yom Kippur War, this communication apparatus was significantly expanded.
As global news media grew in reach and speed, so did the state’s investment in shaping
headlines, influencing journalists, and producing cultural and political content that would cast
Israel in a favorable light. By the early 21st century, the hasbara framework had become more
professionalized and institutionalized—integrating spokesperson training, media strategy, rapid
response units, and partnerships with diaspora organizations.



Yet over time, hasbara evolved beyond a reactive explanation of Israeli policy. It began to
operate more like a preemptive ideological lens—a way not only to respond to accusations or
misperceptions, but to frame the entire conversation about Israel and its adversaries before any
specific claim had to be answered. This shift from explanation to strategic narrative control
would shape the future of hasbara in the digital era.

2.2 From State Messaging to Distributed Advocacy Networks

While early hasbara was top-down and centralized, the rise of the internet and social media
radically decentralized the dissemination of pro-Israel narratives. Ministries still generated
talking points, but their amplification increasingly depended on a diffuse network of supporters:
diaspora communities, Christian Zionist groups, media pundits, influencers, students, and even
software tools that gamified participation in digital hasbara campaigns.

This transformation created what some scholars call a “participatory propaganda ecosystem,” in
which thousands of individuals—often with no formal affiliation to the state—engage in online
advocacy that mirrors or amplifies official narratives. Programs like Hasbara Fellowships, the
Israel on Campus Coalition, and Act.IL were developed to train and mobilize these supporters,
especially in Western democracies. Users received coordinated instructions on how to respond
to news stories, downvote critical content, or promote favorable hashtags and headlines.

The result was a kind of soft synchronization between state and non-state actors, creating an
environment in which pro-Israel narratives could dominate online spaces without appearing as
direct state propaganda. This “networked hasbara” not only multiplied the message but also
made it harder to critique, as criticism of any participant could be framed as targeting free
speech or personal belief rather than a coordinated campaign.

This development aligns with broader shifts in 21st-century influence operations. Much like
other states and corporate actors, Israel adapted to an age in which plausible deniability, social
virality, and decentralized repetition often matter more than centralized authority or single-
channel control. In this context, hasbara no longer needs to convince everyone; it only needs to
flood the discourse with enough moral friction, alternate frames, and emotional reframing to
erode the clarity of criticism.

2.3 Why the Term Shifted from Neutral to Critical Usage

In its early usage, hasbara carried a largely neutral connotation within Israeli society and among
many of its allies. It was seen as a patriotic obligation: explaining Israel’s position to a world
presumed to misunderstand or unfairly judge it. But over time, and particularly in critical
discourse outside of Israel, hasbara became increasingly associated with deflection,
manipulation, and moral obfuscation.



This semantic shift did not happen by accident. Critics noted how often hasbara efforts invoked
emotional appeals, double standards, and selective outrage—praising democratic values while
avoiding international law, emphasizing historical trauma while ignoring contemporary power
asymmetries, and labeling opposition as bias or hate rather than legitimate critique. As these
patterns became more visible and more frequent, especially in moments of mass civilian harm,
the term hasbara itself began to function as a critique: shorthand for a repertoire of narrative
control mechanisms deployed to shield the state from moral or legal accountability.

In media studies and international relations literature, hasbara is now frequently grouped with
other terms such as information management, strategic framing, or even propaganda, though
its defenders would resist such comparisons. The core of the controversy is not merely about
truth versus lies, but about power over interpretation: who gets to define what counts as
context, justification, or threat.

Thus, to study hasbara today is not merely to examine a country’s PR strategy. It is to investigate
a powerful narrative architecture—one capable of shaping global perceptions of justice,
victimhood, legality, and truth in one of the world’s most contested conflicts.

3. Denial Without Denying: Theoretical Framework
3.1 Literal, Interpretive, and Implicatory Denial

Denial is not a single act of rejecting the truth. Rather, as sociologist Stanley Cohen outlined in
his influential work on states of denial, it comes in three primary forms—each more subtle than
the last.

o Literal denial is the outright rejection of fact: “It didn’t happen.” This form is the most
visible and the least effective in an age of satellite imagery, livestreams, and
international reporting. Literal denial is increasingly rare in well-resourced state
communications because it collapses quickly under evidence.

o Interpretive denial accepts that something occurred, but relabels or reframes it to strip it
of its ethical or legal weight. Civilians were not “massacred,” they were “collateral
damage”; a blockade is not “collective punishment,” it is “necessary security.”
Interpretive denial operates through euphemism, obfuscation, and moral
recategorization.

¢ Implicatory denial acknowledges both facts and categories—yes, civilians died; yes, it
may resemble war crimes—but then denies the implications: “We had no choice,”
“There was no alternative,” “Everyone does this.” This type of denial centers emotional
disengagement and removes the sense of moral or political urgency.



These three types often work in sequence. When literal denial becomes untenable, narrative
actors shift into interpretive or implicatory modes. Hasbara as a system tends to avoid the
crudeness of literal denial and instead flourishes in the more sophisticated layers of the latter
two. These layers allow states and their allies to maintain legitimacy, shift blame, and resist
accountability—without ever appearing to reject reality outright.

3.2 Why Modern Denial Rarely Rejects Facts Outright

The reason contemporary denial strategies rarely rely on outright falsehoods is that the
information ecosystem has changed. In a world saturated with documentation—phone videos,
forensic reports, satellite images, journalistic embeds—blatant lies are easy to expose. But
narrative control doesn’t require lying. It only requires reframing the known.

Modern denial thrives in the gray zones of interpretation: Was the building a military target or a
hospital? Were the civilians warned or used as shields? Was the number of deaths evidence of
intent, or a tragic consequence of urban warfare? These ambiguities are exploited not to clarify,
but to confuse—to create interpretive noise that makes moral clarity difficult and prosecutorial
certainty unreachable.

This tactic is amplified by the structure of online discourse. Social media rewards speed,
emotion, and repetition, not verification. Even when damning evidence surfaces, a sufficiently
loud and persistent campaign of alternative explanations can fracture public consensus. The
goal is not to disprove genocide, but to make its recognition seem like a matter of opinion,
rather than law or fact.

This is the essence of what might be called soft denial: the saturation of plausible counter-
narratives, whataboutism, and moral fog. In such an environment, even silence can become a
form of complicity—not by omission, but by neutralizing the capacity for outrage.

3.3 Denial as Reputation Management Rather Than Deception

In this modern framework, denial is less about concealing the truth and more about managing
reputational risk. A state accused of genocide faces not just legal peril, but strategic, economic,
and diplomatic consequences. Genocide is a status crime—it does not merely allege unlawful
conduct, but implies fundamental illegitimacy. For democracies especially, maintaining an image
of moral high ground is essential to sustaining alliances, aid, and domestic support. Thus,
narrative operations take on the character of crisis communications, not courtroom defense.

Hasbara techniques reflect this shift. They treat genocide accusations less as substantive
charges to be investigated and more as narrative threats to be neutralized. The intent is not to
clarify the facts of the violence, but to position the state as the victim of misunderstanding,



double standards, or smear campaigns. Reputational self-preservation becomes the overriding
goal—even when that means disregarding the suffering of actual victims.

This instrumentalization of denial makes it particularly difficult to challenge. Because the
messaging often incorporates some truth—real enemy threats, real acts of defense, real civilian
tragedies—it becomes slippery and persuasive. But the deeper pattern is one of strategic
deflection: a refusal to accept the moral and legal implications of systemic violence, no matter
how thoroughly it is documented.

In this context, the public is not asked to believe that genocide didn’t happen. They are asked to
believe that it can’t happen—not here, not by us. That is the most dangerous form of denial: the
one that hides not behind falsehood, but behind identity.

4. Reframing Violence: Core Hasbara Techniques
4.1 Relabeling Mass Harm as War, Security, or Counterterrorism

One of the most effective rhetorical tools in hasbara messaging is the semantic recoding of
large-scale civilian harm. Events that might otherwise be framed as atrocities are
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recontextualized under more acceptable or even admirable categories: “war,” “security
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operation,” “counterterrorism,” “defense.” These labels shift the moral frame from

condemnation to necessity.

This recoding relies on the assumption that the identity of the actor doing the violence justifies
the action. If a state deemed democratic and Western-aligned engages in bombings, the
terminology used is militarized but normalized. The same act committed by an adversary might
be labeled terrorism, massacre, or war crime. Hasbara messaging exploits this asymmetry by
ensuring that Israeli use of force is always framed within an existential security context, even
when the violence is overwhelmingly one-sided.

This shift in terminology is not cosmetic—it has deep legal and psychological consequences. The
language of war invokes ideas of proportionality and fog-of-war confusion, while the language
of genocide or ethnic cleansing implies clarity of intent and moral abhorrence. By relabeling
mass harm as military necessity, hasbara techniques steer public perception toward forgiveness
and away from scrutiny.

Furthermore, by invoking familiar tropes of global terrorism, particularly post-9/11, hasbara
aligns its narrative with Western audiences primed to view counterterrorism as both justified
and indefinite. It becomes a struggle not just of nations but of civilization versus barbarism—a
framing that mutes moral alarms even in the face of massive civilian death tolls.



4.2 Civilian Death as Collateral Inevitability

A second technique central to the hasbara repertoire is the rhetorical neutralization of civilian
death through the language of collateral damage. This framing does not deny that civilians are
dying. Instead, it treats such deaths as tragic but unavoidable, a built-in cost of legitimate
military operations.

This move works in two phases. First, it quantifies civilian harm, reducing it to numbers rather
than identities. This statistical flattening transforms moral horror into technical calculation—
acceptable if low enough, regrettable if high, but not criminal. Second, it contextualizes the
harm within a narrative of forced necessity: “We did not want this; we tried to avoid it; the
enemy caused it by embedding themselves among civilians.”

This narrative often pairs with highly visible gestures of attempted mitigation: warnings issued
by text message, calls to evacuate, leaflet drops. These gestures serve as ethical cover, even
when the effectiveness or feasibility of such warnings is deeply questionable, particularly in
densely populated or besieged areas with no safe place to flee.

By portraying civilian death as the unintended consequence of targeting militants, hasbara
deflects from a deeper legal question: Was the choice to use overwhelming force in that setting
lawful in the first place? That question is rarely addressed. Instead, the rhetorical move makes
responsibility abstract. Civilians die not because of the actor’s choices, but because of the
nature of war—as if war were a natural disaster rather than a policy decision.

This framing also exploits a subtle form of moral exhaustion. If death is everywhere and
inevitable, then no single actor can be held responsible. It becomes a condition of modern
conflict rather than a preventable outcome. In this way, moral agency is dissolved in a haze of
regretful fatalism.

4.3 The Strategic Use of “Human Shields” Narratives

Perhaps the most morally powerful narrative deployed in hasbara defense is the “human
shields” claim—the assertion that adversaries hide among civilians in order to provoke civilian
casualties and thereby manipulate global opinion. This narrative serves multiple purposes at
once: it blames the enemy for civilian deaths, frames the attacking force as constrained by a
morally reprehensible opponent, and reinforces the idea that restraint is being exercised under
extreme conditions.

The strength of the “human shields” claim lies in its plausibility. In some cases, militant groups
do operate within civilian populations, particularly in urban warfare environments. But hasbara
messaging rarely treats this as a tragic complication—it presents it as a blanket justification.
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Once the label is invoked, it becomes a universal absolver of guilt. Every school, hospital, or
home hit becomes a legitimate target because the adversary “uses” that location for cover.

Crucially, the narrative implies that all civilian harm is ultimately the fault of the enemy. The
attacking state is not only exonerated, but presented as being manipulated into committing
violence—a deeply paradoxical framing that simultaneously claims agency and victimhood.

This rhetorical move also erodes international legal standards. The Geneva Conventions prohibit
indiscriminate attacks and impose obligations to protect civilians even when adversaries violate
those norms. But in the hasbara frame, the mere presence of “human shields” overrides that
responsibility. Law is reinterpreted through the lens of moral outrage: if the enemy plays dirty,
anything becomes permissible.

In public discourse, this logic becomes dangerously recursive. Every criticism of violence is
answered not with evidence, but with accusation reversal: “Why aren’t you blaming the real
criminals who hide behind women and children?” This tactic short-circuits empathy and inquiry.
It transforms war into spectacle, where every death becomes a PR failure by the enemy, not a
moral test for the actor pulling the trigger.

5. The Intent Firewall
5.1 Why Intent Is Central to Genocide Definitions

The legal definition of genocide, as codified in the 1948 UN Genocide Convention, hinges not
merely on outcomes but on intent. Genocide is distinguished from other forms of mass killing
by the specific goal of destroying, in whole or in part, a national, ethnic, racial, or religious
group as such. This makes intent the cornerstone of legal qualification. Without it, even massive
civilian casualties—however horrifying—may be categorized as war crimes or crimes against
humanity, but not genocide.

This legal criterion places a heavy evidentiary burden on those seeking to prove genocide. It
requires more than documentation of death tolls or physical destruction; it requires the
identification of a coordinated strategy aimed at elimination. Statements by officials, patterns of
targeting, the selection of infrastructure or civilian institutions, and the absence of viable
evacuation routes all become circumstantial elements used to infer genocidal intent.

Because of this legal centrality, hasbara discourse does not merely dispute facts—it erects what
might be called an intent firewall. This rhetorical structure insists that no matter what is
happening on the ground, the absence of explicit exterminatory declarations or official policies
means genocide cannot be occurring. The firewall becomes a bulwark against the most serious
moral and legal charge available in international law.
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5.2 Treating Intent as Unknowable Despite Patterned Outcomes

One of the most common strategies in denying genocide is to declare intent unknowable. Since
motives reside in the minds of decision-makers, hasbara messaging emphasizes the absence of
“smoking gun” documents or quotes explicitly calling for group extermination. Without such
declarations, the argument goes, critics are merely speculating or projecting.

But this rhetorical stance ignores a key feature of genocide law: intent is often inferred from
patterns, not proclamations. Few modern perpetrators of genocide announce their aims in the
language of genocide. Instead, intent is deduced from repeated targeting of protected groups,
disproportionate force, systematic deprivation, destruction of civilian infrastructure, and the
disregard of humanitarian obligations over time.

Hasbara tactics often flip this burden: instead of engaging the pattern, they demand impossible
levels of certainty. “Show us the plan,” “Where is the order?” These demands shift the
conversation from evidential accumulation to evidential perfection—a standard few historical
genocides would have satisfied in real time.

This epistemic narrowing creates a form of rhetorical immunity. Even if the destruction is visible,
even if the bodies are counted, even if humanitarian officials warn of genocidal dynamics,
denialists can retreat behind the firewall of presumed unknowability. “We cannot know intent,”
they claim, “and therefore, we must not accuse.” This posture reframes caution as ethical
superiority, even as it paralyzes action.

5.3 Statistical Destruction Versus Declared Purpose

A particularly difficult challenge arises when the scale of destruction exceeds plausible military
necessity, yet defenders still claim there was no genocidal purpose. In these cases, hasbara
rhetoric often invokes the idea of accidental tragedy at scale: a war gone awry, a tactic misused,
or a campaign that lacked sufficient precision. The argument becomes that while many civilians
died, the intention was always military—not exterminatory.

But international law recognizes that intent can be inferred from disproportionate and
indiscriminate conduct. When schools, hospitals, shelters, water treatment facilities, and entire
neighborhoods are repeatedly hit, the statistical pattern may point to an intent to dismantle the
conditions of group survival. This is particularly true when such destruction targets not only
combatants but the civilian ecosystem—the social, medical, and educational infrastructure that
supports life.

Hasbara techniques often seek to de-link this infrastructure destruction from questions of group
identity. The goal is to frame all harm as incidental to military goals, no matter how
concentrated or systematic the effects on a particular ethnic or national group. Even when a
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population is made functionally unviable—unable to access clean water, medicine, or food—the
defense asserts that the absence of declared intent absolves the attacker from genocidal
implication.

This dichotomy—declared purpose vs statistical outcome—Ilies at the heart of the modern
genocide denial playbook. It exploits the legal system’s reliance on textual evidence and the
moral public’s aversion to certainty in ambiguous cases. The result is a kind of asymmetry in
evidentiary logic: no number of corpses can prove intent, but a single denial can collapse the
case.

In this way, the firewall around intent does more than block a legal category. It defends the
identity of the actor: ensuring that states seen as democratic or allied with the West can never
cross the ultimate moral line, regardless of what their actions reveal.

6. Moral Symmetry and the Flattening of Asymmetry
6.1 “Both Sides Suffer” as a Narrative Equalizer

One of the most persistent rhetorical strategies in hasbara communications is the invocation of
mutual suffering: the idea that “both sides” experience pain, loss, fear, and tragedy. This
framing appears balanced on the surface—it appeals to empathy, seems apolitical, and
promotes the idea of shared humanity. But when deployed within deeply asymmetrical
conflicts, this language of parity can function as a powerful equalizer that obscures systemic
violence and structural imbalance.

The phrase “both sides suffer” does not deny that civilians are harmed. Instead, it levels
suffering across contexts that are vastly unequal in terms of military capacity, territorial control,
casualty rates, and freedom of movement. A single rocket hitting an open field in one territory is
rhetorically placed beside hundreds of bombs flattening apartment buildings in another. This is
not a factual equivalence—it is a moral equivalence, in which intent and outcome are blurred
and the identities of victim and aggressor are destabilized.

This technique is especially potent in media designed for international audiences unfamiliar
with the history or details of the conflict. Without context, the appearance of symmetry
becomes a substitute for understanding. It invites detachment: “This is too complicated,”
“There’s blame on both sides,” or “There are no good guys.” In doing so, the narrative achieves
its goal—not persuasion, but paralysis.
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6.2 Collapsing Power Differentials into Mutual Tragedy

The next stage of the symmetry narrative is the erasure of power differentials. Hasbara rhetoric
often collapses military dominance, economic disparity, and historical occupation into the
shared framework of mutual tragedy. In this story, both peoples are victims—of war, of
extremism, of each other. The conflict becomes a loop of endless retaliation, where
responsibility is distributed evenly, and structure disappears in favor of storytelling.

This collapse is not accidental. It is rhetorically engineered. By emphasizing trauma on both
sides—sheltering children, anxious mothers, the loss of loved ones—public diplomacy bypasses
discussions of policy, military orders, or state culpability. Emotional equivalence takes the place
of legal analysis. Victimhood becomes the currency of persuasion.

This framing has the added effect of inverting scrutiny. When disproportionate violence is called
out, the response often takes the form of emotional deflection: “But our children suffer too.”
Instead of addressing the critique, the reply introduces a counter-sorrow, as if two harms cancel
each other out. This “mutual tears” approach subtly reorients the audience away from
evaluating systems of power and toward passively watching a tragedy.

When used consistently, this technique can entrench moral ambiguity as the default lens for
viewing the conflict. It does not argue for any particular policy. Instead, it seeks to saturate the
moral field with competing claims so thoroughly that no action seems justifiable, no
condemnation fair, no solution possible.

6.3 How Symmetry Dissolves Responsibility

At its most dangerous, the language of symmetry functions not as compassion but as evasion.
By positing that everyone is equally wronged, it becomes difficult—if not impossible—to assign
responsibility. This is particularly useful for actors with overwhelming control over territory,
airspace, resources, and legal outcomes. In such cases, the narrative of moral symmetry acts as
a shield: “If both sides are flawed, then no one is truly to blame.”

This rhetorical structure blunts the force of international law. Legal norms are not built on
symmetry; they are built on proportionality, discrimination between civilian and military targets,
and protection of non-combatants. But in hasbara discourse, such distinctions are often
dismissed as naive or biased. The symmetry narrative implies that justice itself is suspect—
another tool of selective outrage, another vector of antisemitism, another form of soft power
masquerading as principle.

This is why symmetry is not neutral. It is an active distortion. It replaces specific accountability
with abstract sadness. It reduces systemic oppression to a cultural disagreement. It flattens

14



state violence into interpersonal misunderstanding. In doing so, it does not reduce harm—it
erases the logic of redress.

Ultimately, the invocation of “both sides” becomes an argument against intervention,
investigation, or even basic moral clarity. It turns public discourse into a hall of mirrors, where
every accusation is reflected back, and no one can find the door.

7. Attacking the Accuser
7.1 Delegitimizing Journalists, NGOs, and Investigators

A core feature of hasbara strategy, particularly when accusations of genocide or war crimes
emerge, is to delegitimize the sources of those accusations. Rather than engaging directly with
the evidence presented by journalists, human rights organizations, or international
investigators, hasbara messaging often focuses on discrediting their credibility, neutrality, or
motives.

This technique operates through a familiar pattern: casting doubt on the journalist’s
background, implying selective outrage by NGOs, or accusing international bodies of
institutional bias. Even well-regarded organizations such as Amnesty International, Human
Rights Watch, or the United Nations have been framed as unreliable or politically compromised
when their reports challenge Israeli actions. These institutions are painted as either naive,
misinformed, or willfully malicious—too eager to believe enemy propaganda, or too
ideologically predisposed to condemn the state.

This tactic functions as preemptive insulation. By creating a generalized suspicion of watchdog
groups, the state can frame any future allegations as predictable attacks rather than
independent findings. In public perception, this breaks the chain of moral authority: if no
accuser is trustworthy, no accusation can be believed.

Moreover, hasbara messaging often attempts to tie certain journalists or NGOs to enemies of
the state, framing them as proxies or collaborators. By associating investigative work with
terrorism, extremism, or antisemitism, the aim is not just to discredit the report—it is to
stigmatize the act of reporting itself as an enemy behavior.

7.2 Collapsing Criticism into Bias or Hatred

A related and powerful rhetorical weapon is the collapse of criticism into hatred. In this model,
anyone who voices strong disapproval of Israeli actions—particularly when invoking terms like
“apartheid,” “ethnic cleansing,” or “genocide” —is swiftly framed not as a critic, but as a bigot.
The most common form of this is labeling criticism of Israeli state conduct as antisemitic.
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This move operates on a deeply emotional terrain. It does not rely on the merits of the critique,
but on the presumed motivation of the critic. Even when the critic is Jewish, the charge is
reconfigured: they are accused of “self-hatred,” “internalized antisemitism,” or of giving
ammunition to antisemites. In doing so, the critique is never actually addressed—it is morally
guarantined.

This tactic is especially effective in Western democracies, where historical guilt over the
Holocaust and a genuine commitment to combatting antisemitism make public figures and
institutions cautious, if not fearful, about crossing rhetorical red lines. By linking political
critique with racial or religious hatred, hasbara advocates create a high-risk environment in
which dissent is presumed suspect, and even measured criticism becomes socially or
professionally dangerous.

The collapse of criticism into hate also has a chilling effect within allied media, academia, and
civil society. Universities fear backlash. Newsrooms soften their headlines. Humanitarian
agencies self-censor. The narrative space becomes narrowed not by argument, but by fear of
reputational ruin.

7.3 The Chilling Effect on Documentation and Reporting

Over time, the consistent attack on accusers—through delegitimization, moral suspicion, and
reputational threats—produces a chilling effect. Investigators grow cautious. Editors delay
publishing reports. Researchers choose safer topics. Witnesses hesitate to speak. The space for
truth shrinks not because truth disappears, but because the infrastructure for observing and
amplifying it becomes impaired.

This chilling effect is not hypothetical—it is observable. Journalists have faced coordinated
smear campaigns, hacking, visa denials, or physical threats. Human rights investigators are
accused of bias before their reports are even released. UN rapporteurs are dismissed wholesale
as compromised. The public is conditioned to expect that every claim of mass harm will be
accompanied by a counter-narrative of malice or incompetence.

As a result, the burden of proof for atrocity becomes impossibly high. Survivors must not only
relive their trauma—they must do so while knowing that their credibility will be attacked, their
words questioned, and their suffering politicized. The institutions that exist to bear witness are
placed under siege. And when they finally speak, they must anticipate a second wave of
violence—not physical, but narrative.

This is the ultimate cost of attacking the accuser: the normalization of epistemic violence. The
harm is no longer just in the physical destruction of lives, but in the systematic degradation of
the possibility of knowing and naming that harm. In such a world, even genocide can be
rendered invisible—not because it is hidden, but because no one is allowed to believe it.
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8. Legalism as Delay
8.1 “Only Courts Can Decide” as Rhetorical Closure

One of the most frequent and potent responses to genocide allegations in hasbara discourse is
the assertion that “only courts can decide” whether genocide has occurred. On its surface, this
claim appears respectful of international law, suggesting that serious accusations must meet
rigorous evidentiary standards. In practice, however, this position often functions as a rhetorical
closure device—not a commitment to legal process, but a strategy to suspend judgment
indefinitely.

This appeal to judicial authority is selective. States that invoke it often have little intention of
submitting themselves to international legal scrutiny. In the case of Israel, for example, rejection
of International Criminal Court jurisdiction is longstanding, and cooperation with independent
investigatory bodies is minimal or hostile. Yet hasbara messaging will emphasize the absence of
legal findings as a reason to invalidate all moral or journalistic claims.

This move reframes the issue as premature, exaggerated, or irresponsible. “Let the facts be
established by competent legal bodies,” the defenders say—while simultaneously blocking
access to those bodies or attacking their legitimacy. The result is not legal clarity, but rhetorical
delay. The conversation is not moved forward but shut down, as if no one may speak until the
verdict is in—even if the trial never comes.

8.2 Weaponizing Legal Precision Against Moral Urgency

In addition to invoking legal authority as a gatekeeper, hasbara messaging often weaponizes the
technical language of international law to delegitimize urgent moral responses. This involves
narrowing the discussion to specific definitions, thresholds, or legal terms in ways that obscure
the broader ethical landscape.

For instance, accusations of genocide may be dismissed on the basis that “genocide requires

” u

intent,” “mass killing alone is not enough,” or “targeting infrastructure is not necessarily
targeting a people.” Each of these statements may be technically accurate under certain
interpretations. But deployed in public discourse, they function less as clarification and more as

tools of obfuscation—transforming clear patterns of harm into a legalistic fog.

This approach seizes on ambiguities and edge cases in international law not to illuminate but to
paralyze. The precision of legal language becomes a cudgel against moral momentum. Every
eyewitness account is reframed as “anecdotal,” every pattern of destruction as “inconclusive,”
and every call for accountability as “premature.” In this way, law is no longer a vehicle for
justice—it becomes a shield against the moral imagination.
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The deeper danger here is that the threshold for public concern is raised so high that no crisis
can be named unless it meets the standards of a court verdict. This divorces law from its
preventive function and reduces it to a post hoc rationalization—useful only after atrocities are
over, and useless while they unfold.

8.3 Time as a Strategic Asset in Denial

Perhaps the most underappreciated tactic in genocide denial is the manipulation of time itself.
Every delay in investigation, every debate over definitions, every demand for further evidence
contributes to a slowing of response—and this temporal drag serves the interests of
perpetrators.

Hasbara strategies exploit this dynamic by insisting that the situation is too complex, that more
context is needed, that independent inquiries take time. This creates a moving horizon of
accountability—the day of reckoning always deferred. Meanwhile, facts on the ground
accumulate, but their meaning remains suspended in bureaucratic limbo.

In international law, time is often a liability for victims. Witnesses scatter or perish. Evidence
degrades or disappears. Public attention shifts. Political alliances harden. By the time legal
recognition arrives—if it ever does—the atrocity has been normalized, rewritten, or overtaken
by new events. The moment of moral intervention has passed.

Within this window of ambiguity, narrative control becomes paramount. Hasbara messaging
aims not to win a legal case, but to outlast the moment in which the case might have mattered.
The longer the conversation remains mired in legal proceduralism, the more distant the
suffering becomes. Urgency decays into abstraction. This is not the failure of law—it is its
strategic neutralization through delay.

9. Selective Humanitarianism
9.1 Highlighting Aid While Omitting Destruction

One of the more paradoxical features of hasbara discourse is its tendency to foreground acts of
humanitarian aid while omitting or minimizing acts of systemic destruction. In moments of high
civilian suffering, state-aligned messaging will often draw public attention to the trucks allowed
through a border crossing, the medical care provided to select children, or the food parcels
distributed under armed escort. These gestures—while real—are used not merely for logistics,
but for symbolic insulation.

The emphasis on aid serves to invert the moral script. Instead of appearing as an aggressor, the
state recasts itself as a reluctant actor forced into conflict, yet still willing to provide relief to its
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enemies. It becomes the benevolent power—restrained, rational, and humane. The recipients
of aid, paradoxically, are then positioned as beneficiaries rather than victims.

This narrative relies on an asymmetrical media economy. Images of aid are choreographed and
released. Statistics on damage, deprivation, and death are obscured, delayed, or denied. As a
result, the destruction of infrastructure—hospitals, power grids, sewage systems, water
purification plants—is structurally excluded from the humanitarian conversation. The public
sees a truckload of flour but not the factory destroyed two weeks earlier that made local flour
production impossible.

In this way, selective humanitarianism becomes a lens, not a lifeline—a means of managing
perception rather than alleviating need.

9.2 Curated Compassion and Moral Offsetting

The practice of highlighting humanitarian acts while continuing policies that generate mass
suffering creates what can be called moral offsetting. This is the rhetorical equivalent of carbon
offsetting in climate discourse: by engaging in one visible moral act, the actor claims exemption
from deeper responsibility.

In hasbara narratives, this often takes the form of highly curated compassion. A child is
evacuated for surgery. An incubator is transferred. A pet is rescued. These moments are true
and often moving—but they are also rare, chosen, and publicized. They are designed to function
as emotional anchor points—moments that prove benevolence and disprove systemic malice.

Moral offsetting allows defenders to argue that harm is not only unintended but actively
countered. “If we meant to destroy them, why would we send them food?” becomes the
implied logic. But this argument ignores scale, pattern, and structure. It turns exceptions into
evidence, while dismissing the rule.

This curated compassion is especially potent when amplified through diaspora media, religious
communities, and Western allies who are eager to see complexity and goodness amid the
brutality. These stories offer moral relief—not just for the perpetrators, but for observers
seeking to avoid the discomfort of implication. They allow audiences to believe that things are
more complicated than they seem—and therefore less condemnable.

9.3 The Optics of Benevolence Amid Systemic Harm

At its most cynical, selective humanitarianism becomes a spectacle of moral branding—a way to
launder the optics of violence through carefully orchestrated acts of care. The goal is not to stop
the suffering but to reframe it as either tolerable or accidental, surrounded by gestures of
mercy.
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This is particularly effective in conflicts where access to the population is controlled by the very
state conducting the military operations. That control allows the state to stage benevolence,
choosing who receives help, when, and how, while limiting independent observation of the
broader humanitarian crisis. Journalists may be embedded. Foreign dignitaries are escorted. Aid
deliveries are photographed. Meanwhile, entire regions may remain unlivable, unreachable, or
under siege.

This curated optics war creates an epistemic battleground: critics must prove systemic harm
under obstruction, while the state must simply show isolated relief. In this environment, public
opinion is shaped less by aggregate data than by visual impressions—a baby carried from
rubble, a food truck rolling through a checkpoint, a smiling nurse. The narrative is no longer
about legality or strategy; it becomes about who appears to care.

Selective humanitarianism thus functions not only as a denial mechanism, but as emotional
misdirection. It reroutes outrage into admiration. It replaces structural analysis with episodic
sentiment. It makes the ongoing destruction of a people seem not only justifiable, but kind.

10. Platform Dynamics and Digital Amplification
10.1 Talking Points, Virality, and Algorithmic Reward

In the age of algorithm-driven platforms, the success of hasbara messaging is no longer simply a
matter of diplomatic skill or rhetorical polish. It is also a function of digital virality, where
repetition, emotional salience, and simplicity outperform nuance or depth. Talking points
designed for this environment are modular, high-friction, and easily shareable—optimized not
for accuracy, but for amplification.

These talking points often take the form of short, emotionally charged claims: “No other army
warns civilians before bombing,” “Hamas uses human shields,” “Israel has a right to defend
itself.” Such phrases are not designed to persuade through debate, but to dominate attention
cycles. Their structure allows them to be repeated endlessly across platforms, particularly in the
attention-scarce and reaction-rich ecosystems of Twitter (now X), Facebook, Instagram, TikTok,
and YouTube.

Algorithmic platforms reward engagement—Ilikes, shares, comments, rage-clicks—regardless of
content quality. Hasbara narratives exploit this by surfacing emotionally primed content that
triggers loyalty, fear, or moral outrage. The result is a distortion of information flow, where
claims supportive of state narratives trend more easily due to their simplicity, alignment with
platform incentives, and mass mobilization by digital advocacy networks.
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This turns truth into a popularity contest, where what circulates fastest becomes what feels
most real. In this context, the goal of digital hasbara is not to win arguments—it is to flood the
field.

10.2 Influencer-Style Advocacy and Meme Warfare

A major development in recent years has been the adoption of influencer culture as a tool of
state-aligned advocacy. Young, camera-friendly speakers—often diaspora citizens or social
media personalities—have been trained or incentivized to reframe conflict narratives in a tone
and format familiar to millennial and Gen Z audiences. Instead of traditional spokespeople, we
now see hasbara as lifestyle content.

These influencers use Instagram reels, TikTok videos, and YouTube shorts to package complex
geopolitical claims into digestible, visually engaging micro-narratives. They present themselves
as "just telling the truth" or “giving the facts” while walking through markets, sipping coffee, or
smiling beside military installations. This aesthetic blending of casual relatability with strategic
messaging allows hasbara to sidestep the stiffness of official diplomacy while still pushing a
synchronized narrative.

Alongside this, meme warfare has become a central tactic. Simplified visual narratives—
infographics, side-by-side photos, flag overlays—carry hasbara claims into the cultural
bloodstream. These memes often rely on emotional polarization, humor, or reverse
victimization: “What if terrorists lived next to you?” or “This is what Israel faces every day.”
Their function is not to inform but to fortify identity boundaries and provoke shareable
reactions.

Crucially, many of these materials are crowdsourced and decentralized. Networked campaigns
such as Act.IL or online forums coordinate mass posting, upvoting, and content saturation
without visible state attribution. The effect is a pseudo-organic chorus of support that drowns
out dissent and reframes the dominant narrative environment.

10.3 Repetition as Truth Stabilization

In the digital landscape, repetition does not merely reinforce familiarity—it stabilizes belief.
When a talking point appears across news outlets, influencer videos, memes, comment
sections, and official statements, it creates an impression of consensus, even if the claim lacks
evidentiary support. Hasbara messaging capitalizes on this phenomenon by repeating core
narratives across multiple media layers, creating what communication theorists call a “spiral of
perceived truth.”
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This repetition performs several psychological functions:

e It anchors interpretation: Once a user has seen a claim multiple times, they are less likely
to treat opposing information as credible—even when it is better sourced.

e It crowds out complexity: Users rarely have time to explore alternative views if one
dominant frame is persistently available and emotionally satisfying.

e |t triggers skepticism of contradiction: Repetition builds cognitive inertia. Challenges to
the narrative feel jarring or suspect.

This process is accelerated by platform affordances: recommendation algorithms, auto-play, and
selective exposure all reinforce echo chambers. Over time, users are not just believing repeated
claims—they are living inside them. For hasbara, this means the actual content of the message
is almost secondary. What matters is that it circulates.

Repetition also works defensively. When critics point to overwhelming civilian casualties,
repeating “Israel has the most moral army in the world” enough times renders the contradiction
invisible. Cognitive dissonance is replaced by emotional loyalty. The audience no longer assesses
competing facts; they assess alignment with what they already feel is true.

11. Psychological and Civic Consequences
11.1 Public Exhaustion and Compassion Collapse

One of the most profound, if subtle, effects of sustained hasbara-style narrative saturation is
compassion collapse. As the same conflict is repeated across screens, with every tragedy met by
a justification, every accusation by a counter-accusation, and every plea by a talking point, the
public begins to feel not just overwhelmed—but emotionally inert. This is not apathy in the
traditional sense, but a condition of narrative fatigue, where the complexity and moral noise of
the discourse becomes a barrier to engagement.

This exhaustion is accelerated by platform mechanics. Every major act of violence is
immediately accompanied by a deluge of digital argumentation: defenders of the state invoking
terrorism, critics posting gruesome images, commentators debating legality, and algorithms
pushing polarizing takes. This rapid-cycle content exposure leads to what psychologists term
desensitization—a reduced emotional response to suffering due to overexposure, repetition,
and lack of resolution.

In this environment, the very idea of moral clarity becomes suspect. Viewers who initially felt
horror become confused, then cynical. “Everyone has a side,” “We can’t know the truth,” or “It’s
always like this there” become coping refrains. Compassion, once abundant, turns inward. The
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net effect is a withdrawal from civic responsibility, where people no longer believe their voices
matter or that justice is knowable.

This emotional retreat is not a failure of the public—it is the desired outcome of denialist
information ecosystems. If people stop feeling, they stop acting. If they stop acting, impunity
prevails.

11.2 Normalization of Extreme Violence

Repeated exposure to sanitized or euphemized descriptions of violence—civilians labeled
“human shields,” bombings framed as “surgical,” destruction rebranded as “defensive
necessity” —leads to the normalization of extreme acts. What would once have registered as
shocking becomes part of the background hum of geopolitical discourse.

Hasbara rhetoric contributes directly to this effect by repackaging catastrophic harm as
bureaucratic inevitability. Once this occurs, moral response is no longer anchored to the event
but to its framing. The destruction of a city block raises less concern than whether it was
“justified.” The deaths of hundreds of children are filtered through whether “the terrorists
started it.” The result is a profound erosion of shock thresholds—a psychological shift in which
structural atrocities are metabolized as news items, not moral emergencies.

This normalization has implications beyond a single conflict. It shapes how people react to
violence elsewhere, how governments justify their own conduct, and how civil society redefines
the acceptable limits of force. It fosters a worldview in which brutality becomes strategy, and
law is no longer a constraint but a toolkit for managing appearances.

As moral thresholds collapse, the political imagination contracts. The question is no longer
“What must never be allowed?” but “What can be gotten away with?”

11.3 The Long-Term Erosion of Genocide Prevention Norms

At the broadest scale, hasbara-style denial contributes to a global erosion of genocide
prevention norms. These norms—rooted in the post-Holocaust consensus that mass atrocities
must never again be tolerated—depend not just on laws and treaties, but on shared narrative
vigilance. They rely on a public capable of recognizing danger signs, a media willing to report
them, and institutions prepared to respond.

When a state can inflict mass civilian harm under the banner of self-defense, delegitimize all
critics as biased or hateful, and frame systemic suffering as humanitarian management, it
weakens the narrative infrastructure of genocide prevention. The word “genocide” itself
becomes politicized, its invocation dismissed as exaggeration or ideological manipulation. The
threshold for recognition rises with each successful denial.
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Moreover, other regimes observe these discursive strategies and learn from them. They adopt
similar tactics: emphasizing ambiguity, attacking accusers, deploying “anti-terror” narratives, or
using legalistic delay to outpace condemnation. The result is a race to the bottom of moral
language, where each denial teaches the next, and the entire international system becomes
more tolerant of mass atrocity as long as it is well narrated.

This degradation of norms is not just conceptual. It has concrete outcomes: fewer interventions,
weaker resolutions, slower responses, and declining belief in international mechanisms. The
Genocide Convention becomes a relic, invoked but rarely acted upon. The promise of “never
again” gives way to a grim, quiet “not yet proven.”

In the end, the danger is not only that genocide may occur—but that when it does, no one will
name it, and fewer still will care.

12. Comparative Perspective
12.1 Denial Patterns Across Historical Genocides

Genocide denial is not a new phenomenon. Across the 20th and 21st centuries, states and their
allies have repeatedly constructed parallel narrative systems to deflect, deny, or justify
genocidal violence. While the vocabulary and platforms have changed, key rhetorical strategies
remain remarkably consistent across time and geography.

During the Armenian Genocide (1915-1917), Ottoman officials framed mass deportations and
deaths as a necessary response to rebellion, emphasizing military necessity and treason.
Survivors’ testimonies were discredited, and foreign criticism was framed as interference in
internal affairs.

The Nazi regime employed euphemism and bureaucratic concealment. Terms like “special
treatment” and “final solution” masked systematic extermination. After the war, some German
nationalists and sympathizers cast doubt on the scale or intentionality of the Holocaust, or
accused Allied powers of exaggeration for political ends—a tactic echoed in contemporary
denial movements.

In the case of Rwanda (1994), denial took both official and diaspora forms. Hutu Power factions
outside the country dismissed the genocide as “civil war” or “retaliation,” even as the scale and
speed of killing shocked the world. Subsequent efforts have tried to reframe the violence as
symmetrical ethnic conflict, ignoring the organized nature of the state-led slaughter.

The Bosnian genocide (1992—-1995) also produced intense denial, particularly around
Srebrenica. Perpetrators framed the killings as military actions, disputed the numbers, and
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rejected the label of genocide despite International Criminal Tribunal rulings. Denial became
central to political identity for certain nationalist factions, especially in Republika Srpska.

Across all of these cases, we observe a recurring pattern:
e Dispute of numbers and intent
¢ Reframing atrocities as counterinsurgency or civil disorder
e Delegitimizing survivors and investigators
e Exploiting ambiguities in law and media coverage

These patterns establish a global tradition of denial rhetoric, to which modern digital variants—
such as hasbara—are inheritors.

12.2 What Is New in the Social Media Era

What distinguishes the current era is not the content of denial, but its form, speed, and scale.
Social media has transformed genocide denial from a post-event strategy into a real-time
performance. Platforms allow governments, aligned influencers, and grassroots supporters to
instantaneously contest emerging narratives, flood digital space with counterclaims, and
algorithmically amplify exculpatory messaging.

Unlike prior eras, where access to mass media was limited to states and elites, today’s digital
denialism can be crowd-sourced, gamified, and constantly adapted. The use of hashtags,
memes, subtitled video clips, and viral talking points has created a high-engagement ecosystem
where attention is the new terrain of battle.

Furthermore, denial now operates in tandem with algorithmic acceleration. Platforms optimize
for engagement, not truth, rewarding emotional intensity, repetition, and polarization. This has
given rise to “denial swarms” that respond to any accusation with mass posting, keyword
flooding, and coordinated disinformation—all creating artificial consensus and choking public
attention.

Finally, the blurred boundaries between state and citizen propaganda in the digital age create
plausible deniability. A talking point may appear spontaneous but trace back to coordinated
digital diplomacy campaigns. Hasbara, in this context, exemplifies the new convergence of
official messaging and distributed influence networks, leveraging both hierarchical authority
and decentralized virality.

12.3 Why Hasbara Fits a Broader Denial Tradition

While hasbara has specific origins in the Israeli context, its techniques are part of a global
grammar of atrocity denial. It draws on established rhetorical forms—euphemism, victim-

25



blaming, symmetry narratives, procedural delay—and adapts them to modern technological
and geopolitical conditions.

What makes hasbara notable is not that it is unique, but that it is systematized, highly
resourced, and globally distributed, with deep penetration into Western discourse. Its defenders
invoke democratic legitimacy and shared values with Western allies, allowing it to operate in
spaces where other state propaganda might be immediately suspect. This gives hasbara an aura
of reasonableness even as it deploys tactics familiar from less credible denial regimes.

In this sense, hasbara is both exemplar and incubator: it models how a modern state with media
sophistication can preemptively deny, reframe, and absorb accusations of mass harm without
ever appearing irrational or authoritarian. It shows how narrative infrastructure can be more
durable than military or legal infrastructure when the goal is not victory, but impunity.

Moreover, other states increasingly emulate hasbara-style approaches. China’s response to
Uyghur genocide claims, India’s framing of Kashmir, Myanmar’s treatment of the Rohingya, and
Russia’s handling of war crimes allegations in Ukraine all exhibit echoes of hasbara logic: deny
intent, reframe victims, attack the accuser, highlight selective benevolence, and invoke national
security.

Thus, hasbara is not an aberration—it is a template. And as this template spreads, the global
struggle against mass atrocity becomes not just a fight over facts, but over the right to interpret
violence itself.

13. Conclusion: The Cost of Explaining Too Well
13.1 Summary of Techniques and Patterns

This paper has traced the logic, strategy, and psychological impact of hasbara as a system of
narrative management used to deny or neutralize allegations of genocide. Far from consisting of
simple propaganda, hasbara operates through a repertoire of discursive techniques that
include:

e Reframing violence as security or counterterrorism

e Labeling civilian deaths as regrettable but inevitable

e Deploying “human shields” narratives to shift blame

e Obscuring intent behind interpretive and implicatory denial

e Exploiting moral symmetry to erase asymmetrical responsibility
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e Attacking the credibility of journalists, NGOs, and investigators

e Using legalism to delay or suppress moral recognition

¢ Highlighting aid efforts as moral cover

¢ Harnessing digital platforms for rapid amplification and repetition
e Producing emotional exhaustion and compassion fatigue

¢ Normalizing extreme violence through euphemism and repetition

e Undermining the international genocide prevention regime through redefinition and
doubt

Together, these techniques form a coherent ecosystem of denial, more sophisticated than
traditional disinformation or censorship. Their strength lies not in rejecting facts outright, but in
pre-shaping their meaning—narrowing the interpretive range before accountability can emerge.

13.2 Why Denial Succeeds Even When Evidence Accumulates

A central theme of this analysis is that denial does not persist despite the evidence—it persists
because of how evidence is framed and metabolized in the information environment. In modern
denial systems, evidence is not contested on its own terms. Instead, it is recast as ambiguous,
partisan, or malicious. The mere act of documentation becomes suspect. Accusers are
discredited, motives questioned, and meaning suspended.

Denial succeeds by rerouting moral momentum into procedural loops, emotional confusion, and
epistemic doubt. Even when atrocities are documented, the audience is told they do not
“understand the full context,” or that “only courts can decide,” or that “both sides suffer.” The
result is not ignorance, but strategic uncertainty—a fog manufactured not by lack of
information, but by surplus narrative.

This dynamic reveals a dangerous asymmetry: while truth may be complex, denial is simple,
repeatable, and emotionally primed. It requires no burden of proof, only the projection of
uncertainty. In a digital ecosystem that rewards speed and clarity over deliberation and
ambiguity, the architecture of denial has become not just functional—but optimized.

13.3 Reclaiming Moral Language from Narrative Management

The most urgent challenge now is to reclaim moral language from the machinery of narrative
manipulation. Concepts like genocide, occupation, ethnic cleansing, and apartheid are not
merely legal categories. They are signals of moral emergency, designed to galvanize action and
protect the vulnerable. When these terms are diluted, delayed, or deflected, the ability of global
society to respond to atrocity is not just weakened—it is delegitimized.
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Hasbara, like other sophisticated denial systems, thrives on narrative ambiguity and rhetorical

preemption. It exploits the discomfort of confronting allies, the complexity of modern warfare,

and the guilt of historical traumas. But none of these justify the abandonment of clarity. The
task is not to collapse into relativism, but to rebuild the capacity to name and confront harm,

even when politically inconvenient.

This requires more than fact-checking or counter-messaging. It demands the cultivation of
narrative ethics—a commitment to resisting the weaponization of explanation, to privileging

witness over spin, and to upholding a universal standard of dignity that does not fluctuate with

alliances.

If hasbara is a system designed to “explain away” the unspeakable, then our task is not to out-
message it, but to refuse its premise: that atrocity must be framed to be felt. The cost of
explaining too well is not merely distortion. It is the quiet burial of justice beneath the smooth
surface of reasonableness.
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