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ABSTRACT

This article examines how non-state digital actors enact bottom-up civic diplo-
macy in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict through short-form social media story-
telling. Drawing on a qualitative analysis of 106 top-performing Instagram and
TikTok videos produced by Builders of the Middle East between October 2023
and April 2025, the study investigates how mediation, recognition, and non-
violent internal critique are organised within platformed conflict communica-
tion. The findings show that civic-diplomatic engagement does not primarily
emerge through symmetrical dialogue, explicit reconciliation advocacy, or for-
mal peacebuilding discourse. Instead, it is structured through concentrated
narrative authority, uneven perspective distribution, testimonial visibility, and
calibrated intra-community dissent. Mediation is enacted through the selective
organisation and translation of perspectives; recognition through the public
narration of lived experience, suffering, and minority presence; and internal
critique through forms of dissent that remain embedded within communal
belonging while resisting polarising rhetoric. The article develops the concept
of peacebuilding influencers to capture this configuration of platform-mediated
civic-diplomatic agency, in which personalised visibility, narrative authority,
selective recognition, and calibrated dissent sustain fragile forms of relational
engagement under conditions of polarisation, asymmetrical voice positioning,
and diplomatic impasse.

KEYWORDS Civic diplomacy; grassroots peacebuilding; Non-state actors; Israeli-Palestinian conflict;
digital storytelling; social media

Introduction

In the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, struggles over legitimacy, representation,
and public voice now unfold not only in institutional arenas but also across
digital platforms where political claims are made visible, contested, and
recirculated." Under conditions of recurrent violence and prolonged
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diplomatic impasse, these environments have become important sites in
which political voice and relational positioning are articulated beyond insti-
tutional settings.”

A growing body of research suggests that social media platforms can
intensify polarisation,’ accelerate the circulation of antagonistic conflict
narratives,* and amplify the visibility of morally charged content,” parti-
cularly in highly contentious or violent contexts. In the Israeli-Palestinian
case, digital media have been widely analysed as arenas of strategic
communication, public diplomacy, propaganda, and contentious
mobilisation.® Scholarship has shown how state actors, advocacy net-
works, and organised movements use these platforms to project legiti-
macy, mobilise support, and shape international perception.” These
approaches explain much about mobilisation, legitimacy, and narrative
contestation online, but they say less about communicative practices
aimed at keeping some form of cross-conflict engagement visible even
where reciprocity is weak, asymmetry is pronounced, and institutional
diplomacy is stalled.®

This omission is particularly significant in the Israeli-Palestinian context,
where formal diplomatic processes remain at an impasse and communicative
practices have become one of the few visible arenas in which minimal forms
of engagement across conflict lines are publicly articulated.” Under these
conditions, struggles over voice, representation, and moral authority often
operate alongside, and at times in place of, formal negotiation processes.'® In
the absence of credible peace processes, modes of engagement oriented
towards minimal recognition and communicative continuity acquire heigh-
tened significance.'' In this article, such practices are approached through
the lens of bottom-up civic diplomacy,'> understood as non-institutional
forms of engagement oriented towards recognition, mediation, and commu-
nicative continuity rather than formal negotiation or policy influence.'?
While fragile and uneven, these forms of engagement suggest that digital
platforms may function not only as vectors of polarisation, but also as spaces
in which limited forms of dialogue and mediated recognition may be publicly
enacted.

The dynamics outlined above are examined through a qualitative case
study of Builders of the Middle East, a grassroots initiative oriented towards
cross-community engagement that was established a few months before
7 October 2023 and later developed a sustained social media presence,
particularly on Instagram and TikTok, following the subsequent escalation
of violence. Initially focused on regional culture and innovation, the initia-
tive rapidly reoriented its communication towards the conflict. Its content
combines personal testimony, dialogic exchange, and civic critique, explicitly
distancing itself from both state-led diplomacy and militant political agen-
das. As such, the case offers an analytically rich entry point for examining
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how non-state actors articulate recognition, mediated engagement, and
political voice under conditions of extreme polarisation.

The article is based on a qualitative analysis of 106 top-performing
short-form videos published between October 2023 and April 2025.
These materials are examined as situated political practices embedded
in platformed environments shaped by visibility metrics, interactional
norms, and algorithmic amplification.'* In this article, digital storytell-
ing refers to the organisation of voice, perspective, and testimonial
narration within short-form platformed formats.'"> The analytical
emphasis lies on how such narrative configurations enact mediation,
recognition, and non-violent internal critique within an ongoing
conflict.

To capture this form of agency, the article introduces the concept of
‘peacebuilding influencers’ as an analytical device developed for the
purposes of this study. The concept does not refer to an established
strand in the literature, nor is it intended as a fixed ideal type. Rather,
it is proposed to capture a specific configuration of non-state civic-
diplomatic agency in which platformed visibility, narrative authority,
selective recognition, and calibrated intra-community dissent are articu-
lated under conditions of asymmetrical visibility. Building on Divon and
Eriksson Krutrok’s notion of ‘war influencers’,'® the term draws attention
to actors whose mediated authority derives less from institutional man-
date than from their capacity to organise voice, translate perspectives
across divides, and sustain fragile spaces of recognition in fragmented
publics. In this sense, the concept is intended to foreground a form of
platform-mediated agency oriented towards mediation and minimal
recognition across divided publics rather than primarily towards mobili-
sation. This does not imply that such actors transcend asymmetry; rather,
their practices remain embedded in, and may at times reproduce, unequal
structures of visibility and authority.

The analysis is guided by two research questions:

RQ1. How do non-state digital actors enact bottom-up civic diplomacy in
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict through platform-mediated narrative and
relational practices?

RQ2. How are mediation, recognition, and non-violent internal critique
structured within these civic-diplomatic practices under conditions of polar-
isation, platform visibility, and asymmetrical voice positioning?

By addressing these questions, the article makes three contributions. First, it
provides an empirically grounded account of how a grassroots digital initia-
tive engages with the conflict during a period of sustained violence and
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prolonged diplomatic impasse. Second, it develops the concept of peace-
building influencers as a way of theorising a distinct form of non-state civic-
diplomatic agency organised through mediation, selective recognition, and
calibrated intra-community critique, beyond both formal peace processes
and contentious digital mobilisation. Third, it demonstrates that civic-
diplomatic engagement in this context is rarely articulated through explicit
appeals to reconciliation, but is instead enacted through relational story-
telling practices embedded in the platformed logics of short-form social
media.

Literature and analytical approach

Scholarship on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has increasingly examined
how struggles over legitimacy, recognition, and political voice extend
beyond formal diplomatic arenas into mediated and digital spaces."”
Work on Israeli digital diplomacy has mainly examined how state and
military actors use digital platforms to shape external perception, circulate
preferred interpretations of events, and strengthen claims to legitimacy.'®
Parallel scholarship has analysed Palestinian digital activism and grass-
roots mobilisation, documenting how online spaces are used to bear
witness to violence, circulate counter-narratives, and mobilise solidarity
in asymmetrical contexts.'” However, recent scholarship has also begun to
examine Palestinian digital diplomacy during the recent Gaza conflict,
extending analysis to institutional actors’ use of social media to shape
diplomatic visibility and external communication.”® Together, these
strands of research highlight the centrality of digital media to contem-
porary struggles over voice and political authority in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict.

Existing studies have also examined non-state engagement through the
frameworks of digital activism, strategic communication, and organised
dialogue initiatives, variously privileging mobilisation, advocacy, and inter-
group contact as their main analytical lenses.”' In the specific context of
TikTok and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, however, recent scholarship has
more often highlighted how platform affordances sustain highly memetic
and antagonistic modes of political address, frequently oriented towards
boycott, repudiation, and symbolic exclusion.”> More specifically, scholar-
ship on Palestinian digital media has largely foregrounded witnessing, mobi-
lisation, counter-narrative production, and platformed resistance,*® whereas
research on Israeli digital communication has more often focused on strate-
gic communication, public-facing framing, and efforts to shape public per-
ception and recognition, especially in the aftermath of 7 October 2023.**
Taken together, these strands of research have tended to structure the field
around two contrasting poles: contentious, oppositional mobilisation on the
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one hand,*” and explicit forms of dialogue, coexistence, or recognition on the
other.?® What remains underexplored, however, are intermediate forms of
digitally mediated engagement oriented less towards overt contestation or
formalised dialogue than towards mediation, the negotiation of voice, and
the management of relational boundaries under conditions of conflict.
Recent analyses of the Gaza war further underscore the narrowing horizon
for sustained diplomatic initiatives in the current period,”” thereby making
non-institutional forms of mediation and recognition all the more analyti-
cally salient. The limited scholarly attention paid to such intermediate forms
becomes particularly significant in contexts marked by prolonged diplomatic
impasse and asymmetrical visibility, where engagement may persist without
crystallising either into overt contestation or into formalised dialogue.

This marginalisation of intermediate, mediation-oriented forms of
engagement is further reinforced by scholarship on the polarising dynamics
of platformed communication. Algorithmic amplification, affective intensity,
and visibility competition often privilege emotionally charged and antago-
nistic framings, reinforcing binary constructions of victimhood, blame, and
moral authority.”® In the Israeli-Palestinian context, digital environments
have therefore often been conceptualised primarily as vectors of escalation,
information warfare, and narrative contestation rather than as spaces in
which fragile forms of dialogue or mediated recognition may be
sustained.”” This emphasis has contributed to treating platformed commu-
nication mainly as a site of confrontation, leaving less room for analysing
how forms of mediation, acknowledgement, and relational continuity may
also be enacted within the same environments.

To address this gap, the article draws on scholarship that conceptualises
diplomacy as a set of representational and relational practices through which
actors claim authority, translate perspectives, and manage boundaries under
conditions of contestation.”® From this perspective, diplomacy extends
beyond formal negotiation to include performative acts of speaking-for,
perspective translation, and boundary management. This understanding
resonates with work on representative claims, which emphasises publicly
articulated voice rather than formal mandate,*! and is particularly relevant in
contexts where institutional diplomacy is paralysed or lacks legitimacy.

In protracted and asymmetrical conflicts such as the Israeli-Palestinian
case, recognition constitutes a central dimension of these practices. In this
article, recognition®” refers to moments in which the other is publicly
acknowledged as having a speakable experience, a legible grievance, and
a claim to narrative presence, without this implying agreement, reconcilia-
tion, or moral consensus. Used in this analytical sense, it denotes
a performative and relational process through which suffering, perspective,
and moral standing are rendered publicly legible. Such acknowledgement
remains partial, uneven, and politically fraught, yet it can still be analysed as
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performing a diplomatic function insofar as it renders alternative perspec-
tives publicly intelligible within otherwise exclusionary narrative
environments.” In platformed short-form communication, recognition is
enacted less through deliberation than through testimonial visibility, selec-
tive acknowledgement, and the public articulation of experience across
conflict lines.

In the present analysis, civic diplomacy refers to non-institutional prac-
tices through which actors keep channels of recognition, translation, and
limited relational engagement open, even when they are not engaged in
formal negotiation, policy advocacy, or constituency mobilisation.’® The
emphasis here is not primarily on mobilisation or persuasion, but on sus-
taining engagement across conflict lines through practices of translation,
acknowledgement, and calibrated interaction. In asymmetrical conflicts,
such practices operate through uneven distributions of voice and visibility,
involving strategic positioning, selective amplification, and situated forms of
mediation.”® The Israeli-Palestinian conflict provides a particularly salient
context in which to examine how such practices emerge within digitally
mediated public spheres.*®

Analytically, the study approaches civic diplomacy through three inter-
related functions: mediation, understood as the translation and alignment of
perspectives across divided publics; recognition, referring to the performa-
tive acknowledgement of moral standing within conflict narratives; and non-
violent internal critique, whereby actors address their own communities in
ways that sustain credibility while distancing themselves from polarising
rhetoric.”” These functions provide the analytical bridge between the theo-
retical framework and the empirical analysis, and guide the examination of
how non-state digital actors organise voice, perspective, and relational posi-
tioning. Within this framework, asymmetrical voice positioning is treated
not as a separate analytical function, but as a cross-cutting condition that
shapes how mediation, recognition, and internal critique are enacted and
distributed within platformed conflict environments. The article’s theoretical
contribution lies in conceptualising these practices as a distinct form of civic-
diplomatic agency that becomes visible when mediation, recognition, and
internal critique are analysed together rather than through separate litera-
tures on activism, influencer politics, or dialogue.

Within this framework, the concept of ‘peacebuilding influencers’ is
introduced not as a new ideal type, but as an analytical device for
identifying a recurrent configuration of platform-mediated civic-
diplomatic practice that existing frameworks only partially capture.
Existing work on activism and influencer politics tended to foreground
mobilisation, visibility, and audience-building, while scholarship on public
diplomacy and digital peacebuilding has more often centred strategic
communication or structured dialogue.”® This leaves less room for
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understanding forms of non-state digital agency in which voice, perspec-
tive translation, and minimal recognition are organised together across
divided publics. In this article, peacebuilding influencers refers to cases in
which mediated authority® is structured through a combination of con-
centrated narrative visibility, selective recognition across conflict lines,
and calibrated intra-community critique. The concept is meant to distin-
guish this configuration both from contentious digital activism, which
primarily foregrounds mobilisation, and from generic influencer culture,
which primarily foregrounds audience-building and visibility without
necessarily involving mediation or recognition. It draws in particular on
influencer studies, scholarship on war and political influencers,*’ digital
peacebuilding research,*’ and recognition**- and narrative*’-based
approaches to testimonial visibility and acknowledgement. This does not
imply that such actors transcend asymmetry; rather, their practices
remain embedded in, and may at times reproduce, unequal structures of
visibility and authority.

Building on Divon and Eriksson Krutrék’s notion of ‘war influencers’,**
the concept shifts attention from the amplification of wartime narratives to
the structuring of civic-diplomatic visibility in conflict-saturated digital
environments. Rather than deriving authority from institutional mandate,
peacebuilding influencers operate through personalised digital visibility, the
orchestration of narrative authority, and cross-perspective address within
fragmented publics shaped by polarisation. While activism foregrounds
political commitment and social change,*> and influencer culture is often
associated with audience-building and monetisable visibility,* peacebuild-
ing influencers orient their mediated presence towards selective mediation,
calibrated dissent, and minimal recognition across divided publics.

Materials and methods
Case selection and research design

This article adopts a qualitative case study design®” to examine how bottom-
up civic diplomacy is enacted by non-state actors through digital storytelling
in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The case of Builders of the Middle East was
selected as a strategically relevant instance of non-state digital engagement
that combines a sustained social media presence with practices of cross-
perspective address, testimonial storytelling, and intra-community critique.
While other initiatives in the region, such as Sharaka,*® also promote cross-
community dialogue and regional exchange, they are positioned closer to the
diplomatic openings and normalisation dynamics associated with the
Abraham Accords. Builders of the Middle East is better suited to the present
analysis because it enables examination of how bottom-up civic-diplomatic
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practices are articulated through a grassroots digital initiative operating
outside formal diplomatic structures.

Founded a few months before the escalation of violence in
October 2023, Builders of the Middle East initially focused on regional
culture, innovation and cross-border exchange, before rapidly reorienting
its communicative practices towards the conflict. This reorientation, com-
bined with the initiative’s emphasis on dialogue, personal testimony and
civic critique, makes it a theoretically relevant case for examining how
non-state digital actors perform civic-diplomatic functions under condi-
tions of diplomatic stagnation. The initiative’s recurring narrative figures
also allow examination of how civic-diplomatic agency is embodied
through identifiable digital actors within platform-mediated
environments.

Rather than aiming for representativeness, the case study is designed to
generate analytically rich insights into forms of agency emerging at the
intersection of digital communication, peacebuilding and civic diplomacy.
The focus is therefore on depth, contextualisation and interpretive analysis
rather than on generalisable causal claims.*

Data collection

The empirical material consists of 106 top-performing short-form videos
posted on Instagram and TikTok by the Builders of the Middle East account
between October 2023 and April 2025. To construct the corpus, the overall
period was divided into four consecutive intervals of equal duration, and
from each platform the top 25 videos per interval were identified through
Fanpage Karma on the basis of platform-reported engagement and reach
indicators. This strategy was intended to capture comparatively strong-
performing content while distributing the sample across the broader tem-
poral arc of the case, thereby avoiding concentration on a single peak
moment of attention and allowing the analysis to cover different temporal-
ities of the post-7 October period. The study is not, however, designed to
support a systematic event-by-event comparison of narrative variation across
specific moments of escalation. Because platform metrics are not fully
equivalent across Instagram and TikTok (e.g. reach, views, impressions),
these rankings were treated as a pragmatic proxy for comparatively strong
platform performance rather than as a standardised cross-platform measure.
This approach is consistent with established digital and platform research
strategies for social media sampling,.*

After removing duplicates and near-duplicates, the final corpus com-
prised 106 short-form videos. In line with qualitative sampling principles
guided by information power,”" this corpus was considered sufficient to
identify recurrent configurations of mediation, recognition, and internal
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critique across the material without aiming at statistical representativeness.
The sampling strategy therefore focused on materials through which civic-
diplomatic practices became most publicly legible within attention-driven
and highly mediated conflict environments. Rather than seeking to recon-
struct algorithmic distribution mechanisms directly, the study examines the
publicly accessible traces through which platform-mediated civic-diplomatic
practices can be analysed. The focus on top-performing content reflects the
study’s interest in forms of civic-diplomatic storytelling that achieved sub-
stantial circulation within platformed attention economies. A comparison
with lower-performing content would require a different research design
centred on variation in visibility and engagement rather than on the narra-
tive configurations that attained the greatest public salience.

All selected videos were manually archived together with their captions
and hashtags. User comments were not included in the dataset, as the
analysis focuses on creators’ civic-diplomatic practices as expressed in the
videos and their textual framing. Audience response is nonetheless partly
reflected in the selection criteria, which privilege content that performed
comparatively strongly in terms of reach and engagement. What falls outside
the scope of this study is a systematic analysis of comments, which would
require a distinct reception-oriented design and remains a direction for
future research.

Analytical approach

The analysis adopts a qualitative, interpretive approach oriented towards
understanding digital storytelling as a situated political practice rather than
as a media text or persuasive message.”” In line with interpretive traditions in
qualitative research, the focus is on meaning-making, relational dynamics
and contextual positioning rather than on measuring audience effects or
communicative impact.53

Analytically, the study draws on reflexive thematic analysis as a flexible
method suited to identifying recurrent patterns of meaning while remaining
attentive to context, positionality and interpretive judgement.”* Coding was
conducted iteratively, moving between close engagement with the material
and conceptual reflection informed by scholarship on civic diplomacy,
recognition and conflict narratives.”> Given the politically sensitive nature
of the material, the analysis was conducted with explicit attention to reflex-
ivity and interpretive judgement throughout the coding process. Care was
taken to distinguish analytical description from normative endorsement and
to treat categories such as recognition, mediation, and internal critique as
theory-informed lenses rather than evaluative labels. Because interpretation
of voice, recognition, and critique is shaped by researcher judgement, coding
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decisions were developed iteratively and checked for consistency against the
full corpus.

The analytical focus was structured around three interrelated dimen-
sions derived from the theoretical framework: (1) mediation, examined
through the organisation of narrative authority, perspective distribution
and acts of translation across audiences; (2) recognition, examined
through testimonial articulation, acknowledgement of suffering and the
public positioning of moral standing; and (3) non-violent internal cri-
tique, examined through forms of dissent, intra-community address and
tonal calibration. These dimensions guided the interpretive analysis of
how voice, perspective and relational positioning are organised within
short-form digital formats.

Coding framework and use of descriptive counts

To support systematic engagement with the corpus, an explicit coding
framework was developed iteratively during the analytical process,
combining data-driven coding with theoretically informed
categories.”® The codebook operationalised key dimensions relevant
to the study, including perspective (e.g. Arab, Israeli, Palestinian,
Jewish, collective), voice type (e.g. personal testimony, activist address,
documentary narration), relational positioning, tonal orientation and
narrative format. Coding was applied across the full dataset, allowing
recurrent configurations of narrative authority and perspective to be
identified.

While the study remains interpretive in orientation, descriptive counts
were used to trace the distribution of particular features across the
corpus. They provide transparency regarding the relative prominence of
specific perspectives, voice types and communicative arrangements. The
use of descriptive frequencies is consistent with reflexive thematic analy-
sis when employed to support, rather than replace, interpretive
judgement.”’

Ethical considerations

The study is based exclusively on publicly available social media content. No
private material was accessed, and no direct interaction with content creators
or audiences was undertaken. The analytical focus is placed on the initiative
and its communicative practices rather than on individual users, in line with
established ethical guidance for research on publicly accessible digital con-
tent in conflict settings.”®
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Table 1. Distribution of selected narrative features in the video corpus

(N =106).

Dimension Category n %

Perspective Arab 51 48.1
Israeli 19 17.9
Palestinian 9 8.5
Jewish 6 5.7
Collective 13 12.3
External/hybrid 8 7.5

Voice type Personal 35 33.0
Activist address 37 349
Documentary narration 34 321

Format Dialogic 5 47
Interview 21 19.8
Other/monologic 80 755

Tonal orientation Assertive 56 52.8
Light 7 6.6
Dramatic 26 245
Neutral 17 16.0

Note: Percentages are calculated on the full corpus of 106 videos. Categories within
each dimension are mutually exclusive.

Results

This section presents the findings in relation to the three civic-diplomatic
functions outlined in the analytical framework: mediation, recognition,
and non-violent internal critique. Across the 106 short-form videos ana-
lysed, recurring configurations of voice positioning, perspective distribu-
tion, narrative structure, and tonal calibration emerge. Table 1 provides
a descriptive overview of selected narrative features across the corpus and
helps situate the interpretive discussion that follows. Rather than appear-
ing as isolated narrative strategies, these features form patterned arrange-
ments through which civic-diplomatic practice becomes visible within
platform-mediated environments. The following sections examine how
mediation, recognition, and calibrated dissent are organised across these
configurations.

Mediation and the organisation of narrative authority

Across the 106 videos analysed, mediation is most clearly enacted through
the organisation of narrative authority. A clear concentration of narrative
presence emerges: 71 of the 106 videos are narrated or anchored by Luai
Ahmed,”® who appears either as the primary speaker or as the structuring
host of the communicative sequence. This recurrent presence provides
a relatively stable point of address through which other viewpoints, experi-
ences and claims are introduced, contextualised or translated. This pattern is
visible, for example, in videos such as ‘A Yemeni is Going To Dinner in
Israel’,°° where mediation is enacted through the framing of proximity across
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perspectives rather than through symmetrical dialogue, with Luai Ahmed
positioning himself as a publicly legible embodiment of Arab-Jewish social
proximity. A related form of mediation appears in ‘Palestine’s Next
President’,”" where a Palestinian political figure is introduced through host-
led framing that makes this political voice publicly intelligible without rely-
ing on dialogic reciprocity.

The distribution of articulated perspectives across the dataset is
uneven. Fifty-one videos are primarily voiced from an Arab standpoint.
Israeli perspectives appear in 19 videos, Jewish perspectives in 6, and
Palestinian perspectives in 9. A further 13 videos are coded as ‘collective’,
adopting a cross-communal positioning in which the narrative voice
speaks in inclusive or bridging terms, while 8 are categorised as ‘external
or hybrid’. The latter category refers to videos in which the primary
narrative perspective is either attributed to actors not directly positioned
within the Israeli-Palestinian conflict or reflects a blended standpoint that
does not align predominantly with a single communal category.
Perspectives are rarely presented in symmetrical proportion within
a single video. Rather, one standpoint functions as the principal organis-
ing voice, with alternative positions incorporated through quotation,
paraphrase, or commentary.

Dialogic formats constitute a visible but not dominant portion of the
corpus. Explicitly dialogic structures account for 5 of the 106 videos, while
a further 21 adopt an interview format, together representing 26 videos in
which distinct voices are positioned within a shared communicative
sequence. In these materials, interviews or structured conversational
exchanges place different perspectives in proximity, with the host facilitating
the progression of the interaction. In the remaining 80 videos, distinct
perspectives are not presented through direct exchange, but appear, where
present, within a narrative structure organised around a single dominant
voice.

Across the corpus, mediation is structured less through formalised dialo-
gue, which appears in 26 of the 106 videos, than through the recurring
concentration of narrative authority in a limited number of speakers.
Together with the uneven distribution of primary perspectives, this pattern
suggests that mediation is enacted chiefly through voice centralisation and
perspective management rather than through symmetrical exchange.

Recognition through testimonial visibility

Recognition is observable in the corpus through the structured visibi-
lity of personal testimony, conflict-related narratives, and the repre-
sentation of socially marked identities. Of the 106 videos analysed, 34
adopt an explicit testimonial structure in which speakers recount
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personal experiences, memories, or direct encounters with conflict-
related events. In these instances, the narrative is organised around
first-person articulation, frequently foregrounding vulnerability, loss,
or lived experience rather than policy claims or geopolitical argumen-
tation. This configuration is visible, for example, in videos such as ‘I
Escaped Hamas’,°> where recognition is enacted through an Israeli
Jewish survivor’s first-person account of escaping the 7 October
Hamas attack, while foregrounding the role of a Bedouin rescuer
from the Negev in her survival.

Conflict- and trauma-related content appears in 21 videos, including
civilian stories (9), conflict testimony (5), memorial-oriented narratives (5),
explicit references to trauma (1), and 1 coded as ‘other’. These materials
centre on personal or communal suffering, with the speaker positioned as
a witness or affected participant. They render conflict experience legible not
through abstraction or strategic argument, but through embodied accounts
of fear, survival, grief, and loss.

Recognition is also structured through the representation of socially
marked groups within the dataset. Twenty-seven videos foreground
minority identities, alongside 13 centred on women, 4 on youth, and
3 on mixed or hybrid identities. In these instances, visibility is orga-
nised around the articulation of specific social locations, often linked
to everyday experience, vulnerability, or resilience. This dynamic is
also visible in videos such as ‘He Saved The Lives Of 30 People!’,63
which recounts the story of a Bedouin man from the Negev who
rescued young people fleeing the Hamas attack at the Nova Festival.
Here, recognition is organised not only through the visibility of civi-
lian suffering, but also through the public framing of Bedouin moral
agency and minority presence within the conflict narrative.

Communicative intent coded as oriented towards empathy-building
appears in 27 videos, while inclusive positioning is coded in 45. In
a subset of testimonial narratives, speakers reference suffering, fear, or
loss experienced by other communities, extending recognition beyond
self-articulation. Dramatic tonal registers appear in 26 videos, whereas
neutral tone is coded in 17, indicating variation in the affective fram-
ing of testimonial content.

Across the corpus, recognition is enacted less through symmetrical nar-
rative exchange than through the patterned co-occurrence of testimonial
structure (34 videos), minority visibility (27 videos), empathy orientation (27
videos), and tonal calibration. Together, these features indicate that recogni-
tion operates primarily through the public narration of lived experience and
the selective rendering of moral standing within short-form digital
storytelling.
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Non-violent internal critique and calibrated dissent

Non-violent internal critique is observable in 39 of the 106 videos analysed.
These videos are coded as containing intra-community critique, indicating
instances in which the speaker addresses their own community, leadership,
or prevailing narratives rather than positioning critique exclusively outward.
In these materials, dissent is articulated from within an identified standpoint,
often through direct address, clarification, or corrective commentary. This
configuration is visible, for example, in videos such as ‘A Palestinians
Message To Al Jazeera’,®* where critique is articulated from within
a Palestinian standpoint and framed both as a corrective intervention against
Al Jazeera’s reporting and as an internal attribution of responsibility to
Hamas for the war in Gaza, rather than as outward denunciation alone.

A related category, coded as resistance and critique, appears in 34 videos.
These include explicit challenges to dominant narratives, policy positions, or
public rhetoric. While these categories partially overlap, they capture analy-
tically distinct dimensions: intra-community address and explicit counter-
framing. The articulation of critique in these materials does not typically
adopt an escalatory or antagonistic structure. Instead, dissent is frequently
framed through explanatory sequences, contextualisation, or appeals to
broader principles such as coexistence or shared civic responsibility.
A related dynamic is visible in videos such as T Wore a Nigab as a Man.
And It Broke Me’,®> where Luai Ahmed’s critique is organised through
embodied experience and used to challenge gendered forms of religiously
justified constraint from within a Muslim standpoint rather than through
external denunciation.

Tone provides an additional indicator of how dissent is organised. An
assertive tonal register appears in 56 videos across the corpus. Assertiveness
is not limited to instances of internal critique, but it frequently co-occurs
with intra-community critique and resistance-oriented content. At the same
time, inclusive positioning is coded in 45 videos, suggesting that dissent is
often embedded within communicative strategies that avoid polarising
escalation.

In several instances, critique is accompanied by explicit reaffirmations of
shared belonging or identification with the addressed community, reinfor-
cing the speaker’s position as an internal rather than external critic. Across
the corpus, the combination of intra-community critique (39 videos), resis-
tance-oriented content (34), assertive tone (56), and inclusive positioning
(45) forms a recurrent configuration of calibrated intra-community dissent
within the dataset.

Across the corpus, mediation, recognition, and internal critique do not
appear as uniform or symmetrical practices. Instead, they emerge through
differentiated but recurring configurations of voice concentration,
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testimonial visibility, and calibrated dissent. These empirical patterns pro-
vide the basis for examining how civic diplomacy operates under conditions
of polarisation and platform visibility.

Discussion

Building on scholarship that conceptualises diplomacy as a set of representa-
tional and relational practices rather than solely as intergovernmental
negotiation,* this analysis suggests that bottom-up civic diplomacy in plat-
formed conflict environments operates through patterned and asymmetrical
configurations of voice, authority, and relational positioning. Rather than
approximating deliberative dialogue or explicit reconciliation advocacy,
civic-diplomatic engagement emerges as an organised arrangement of nar-
rative authority, selective visibility, and calibrated dissent.

In line with recognition-oriented approaches to protracted conflict,””
these configurations show how non-state digital actors sustain minimal
relational engagement amid polarisation and uneven visibility.
Engagement, in this sense, is not premised on symmetry or consensus, but
on the patterned organisation of communicative presence within fragmented
publics.

Narrative configurations of civic diplomacy

The findings indicate that bottom-up civic diplomacy does not take the form
of balanced exchange or overt peace advocacy. Instead, it materialises
through concentrated narrative authority, testimonial recognition and intra-
community critique. Civic-diplomatic work is relationally patterned: it is
mediated through identifiable figures, unevenly distributed across perspec-
tives and embedded in short-form storytelling formats. Diplomacy thus
appears less as messaging and more as the strategic organisation of voice
and perspective under polarised conditions.

First, mediation unfolds through concentrated narrative authority rather
than dispersed deliberation. Recurrent anchoring by identifiable figures such
as Luai Ahmed structures how perspectives are translated and sequenced
across fragmented audiences. Mediation occurs through contextualisation,
selective incorporation of alternative viewpoints and performative acts of
speaking-for, rather than institutional negotiation. This aligns with concep-
tualisations of diplomacy as representational practice®® and with theories of
representative claims that foreground performative voice positioning over
formal mandate.®® Within platformed environments, mediation becomes
a matter of organised visibility and narrative alignment rather than symme-
trical exchange.
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Importantly, the concentration of narrative authority reflects not only
diplomatic strategy but also platform affordances. Scholarship on diffused
war and platform vernaculars demonstrates how contemporary conflict
communication privileges personalised visibility and recognisable commu-
nicative figures.”” Work on war influencers further shows how authority
becomes embodied and centralised under algorithmic conditions that reward
coherence, recognisability and affective legibility.”" Civic-diplomatic media-
tion operates within these attention hierarchies.

Second, recognition is enacted through testimonial visibility and the
public articulation of lived experience. Rather than functioning as an abstract
moral stance, recognition becomes a narrative practice embedded in specific
storytelling formats. Personal testimony, minority representation and empa-
thy-oriented address render suffering communicatively legible within con-
tested digital arenas. Consistent with recognition theory’* and scholarship
on acknowledgement in asymmetrical conflict,” recognition does not imply
agreement or reconciliation. Instead, it operates through recurrent inclusion
of experiential accounts that resist totalising exclusion. In short-form digital
environments, recognition becomes a question of narrative presence and
affective framing rather than institutional endorsement.

Third, non-violent internal critique functions as a relational stabiliser.
Calibrated dissent directed towards one’s own community enables actors
to maintain embeddedness while distancing themselves from polarising
narratives. This interpretation resonates with scholarship that frames
diplomacy as relational calibration under tension’* as well as with
dialogic engagement approaches that prioritise communicative
continuity.”” It also aligns with narrative-based approaches to coexis-
tence that foreground intra-group reflexivity as a precondition for cross-
group recognition.”® Rather than amplifying outrage, such critique pre-
serves channels of communication across fragmented publics. In this
sense, intra-group reflexivity becomes a precondition for limited cross-
group recognition.

Taken together, mediation, recognition and critique coalesce into
a coherent civic-diplomatic configuration. Mediation is centralised, recogni-
tion is narratively operationalised, and critique is internally calibrated.
Contrary to scholarship that treats digital media primarily as accelerators
of polarisation,”” these findings demonstrate how platform vernaculars can
also sustain practices of translation, acknowledgement and relational con-
tinuity within conflict-saturated environments. The findings also speak to
existing scholarship on non-state and grassroots peace-oriented initiatives in
the Israeli-Palestinian context.”® Whereas earlier work has often examined
such initiatives through the lenses of dialogue, coexistence education, inter-
group contact, or digital peacebuilding, the present case points to a more
asymmetrical and platform-mediated configuration of civic engagement.
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What emerges here is not sustained reciprocity or structured dialogue, but
a form of civic-diplomatic practice organised through selective visibility,
concentrated narrative authority, and calibrated dissent.

One productive lens for interpreting these dynamics is Fairey’s concept of
multiperspectival ‘strategic narrative peacebuilding’,”® which rejects the pur-
suit of a singular shared account in favour of braided and plural narrative
arrangements. Rather than seeking consensus, such approaches accommo-
date divergent experiences while opening limited dialogic space. In the
present case, civic-diplomatic storytelling does not construct a unified con-
flict narrative. Instead, it organises selective multiperspectival visibility
through testimonial inclusion, careful language and calibrated framing.
Peace is not advanced as an explicit programme or institutional roadmap
but is rendered narratively conceivable as a limited horizon through pat-
terned juxtaposition, acknowledgement of suffering across communities,
and the avoidance of dehumanising rhetoric. In this sense, these practices
open a limited digital imaginative space in which coexistence, recognition,
and relational continuity become publicly imaginable.** Civic diplomacy
thus emerges as a political practice structured through narrative authority,
operationalised recognition and calibrated dissent.

Asymmetrical voice positioning in civic-diplomatic practice

While the preceding section examined how civic diplomacy is narratively
enacted, the second research question foregrounds how these practices are
shaped by asymmetry and platform visibility. Mediation and recognition do
not unfold under conditions of communicative equality. Instead, they are
organised through uneven distributions of authority, narrative centrality and
representational legitimacy.

Recognition, in this configuration, is not evenly distributed but remains
embedded within hierarchical voice structures.®’ In line with recognition
theory and scholarship on protracted conflict,*” acknowledgement operates
within persistent inequalities of legitimacy. The concentration of narrative
authority and the uneven distribution of primary perspectives illustrate how
civic-diplomatic engagement remains embedded within broader hierarchies
of visibility.

Crucially, these practices do not neutralise asymmetry; they operate
through it. Bottom-up civic diplomacy does not equalise structural power
differentials or redistribute representational capacity. Rather, it navigates
asymmetrical conditions through selective amplification, tonal calibration,
and strategic positioning, thus reflecting an understanding of diplomacy as
boundary management under contestation.®’

Platform architectures further shape these dynamics. Research on digital
conflict communication shows how algorithmic systems privilege
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recognisable figures, emotionally legible narratives and coherent voice
positioning.** The centralisation observed in the corpus thus reflects both
relational strategy and platform affordances. As scholarship on influencer
politics suggests, authority in digital environments is frequently personalised
and embodied rather than institutionally dispersed.®’

Under these conditions, asymmetry is not merely a contextual constraint
but a constitutive feature of civic-diplomatic practice. Voice positioning
becomes the mechanism through which relational engagement is sustained
across unequal landscapes of legitimacy, memory and visibility. Civic diplo-
macy therefore operates not by equalising communicative power, but by
organising interaction across persistent asymmetries.

These interpretations must be read in light of the study’s scope. The
analysis is based on a single theoretically selected case and focuses exclusively
on top-performing videos identified through comparatively strong reach and
engagement indicators. It does not examine audience reception, algorithmic
distribution mechanisms, or off-platform dynamics that may shape circula-
tion and impact. The study is also not designed as an event-based temporal
analysis of narrative production in relation to specific political or military
developments across the period examined. In addition, the analysis is limited
to the initiative’s publicly curated self-presentation and therefore cannot
assess the internal dynamics, organisational decision-making, or oft-
platform relational practices through which these narratives are produced.
It also does not claim representativeness across the broader field of Israeli-
Palestinian digital communication.

Conclusions

The analysis suggests that, in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, some diplo-
matic functions are now being enacted in places not usually treated as
diplomatic at all, including short-form social media environments shaped
by visibility, testimony, and personalised authority. In a context charac-
terised by prolonged diplomatic paralysis and recurrent violence, practices
conventionally associated with mediation and recognition are increasingly
enacted beyond formal institutions and within digitally mediated public
arenas. Civic actors operating through short-form platforms do not substi-
tute for institutional diplomacy; rather, they reconfigure the communicative
terrain on which legitimacy, authority and relational positioning are
negotiated.

For practitioners and civil society initiatives, the findings suggest that
digitally mediated engagement cannot be reduced to advocacy or strategic
messaging. The organisation of narrative authority, the calibration of dissent
and the strategic positioning of perspective emerge as central mechanisms
through which communicative continuity is sustained in polarised
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environments. Digital infrastructures function not merely as channels of
transmission but as constitutive settings that shape how mediation and
acknowledgement become publicly articulable within Israeli and
Palestinian spheres.

For scholars of Israel-Palestine and of diplomacy more broadly, the
analysis underscores the importance of incorporating platform logics, atten-
tion economies, and influencer-style authority into the study of civic and
para-diplomatic practice. The contemporary public sphere surrounding the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict is increasingly structured by personalised author-
ity and algorithmic amplification. This suggests that the boundaries between
communication, representation, and diplomacy are not fixed but dynami-
cally reconfigured through platformed visibility. Studying diplomacy today
therefore requires attention not only to institutional arenas, but also to the
mediated architectures through which political voice becomes legible and
authoritative.

Future research should examine how digitally mediated civic practices
interact with audience reception, algorithmic distribution, and off-platform
political dynamics. Comparative studies across initiatives and conflict set-
tings would help determine whether the configuration identified here reflects
a context-specific adaptation or signals a broader transformation in con-
temporary conflict mediation and diplomatic agency. The concept of peace-
building influencers is therefore best understood as a context-specific
analytical intervention rather than a fully portable category. Its broader
applicability, and its distinction from adjacent forms of digital activism,
influencer politics, and civic mediation, remain questions for future com-
parative research.

In a setting marked by absent peace processes and fragile political trust,
digital storytelling constitutes a significant arena in which civic actors
negotiate authority, recognition, and the limits of coexistence. These prac-
tices do not resolve structural asymmetries or produce immediate reconcilia-
tion; rather, they unfold through uneven distributions of perspective and
authority rather than symmetrical exchange. They nonetheless reorganise
how relational engagement is sustained under conditions of impasse.
Understanding such practices is therefore essential not only for analysing
evolving Israeli and Palestinian public spheres, but for clarifying how diplo-
matic functions are increasingly enacted through digitally mediated config-
urations of authority, recognition, and voice under conditions of
institutional impasse.
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