"The Combat Sensorium": Digital 'Sensory Making' among Frontline Soldiers in Israel's October 7th War
Abstract
This article offers a micro-sociological analysis of how digital communication technologies mediate soldiers’ sensory engagement with contemporary warfare. Drawing on in-depth interviews with 25 IDF soldiers who fought along the Gaza border during the outbreak of Israel’s October 7th war, it examines how everyday technological practices—using smartphones and apps such as WhatsApp, Facebook, Telegram, and Google Maps—enabled combatants to reassert a sense of control amid chaos. Extending yet critically revising research on cognitive and emotional sensemaking in battle, the article reframes technology as a sensory interface that foregrounds intuition and embodiment in soldiers’ interaction with handheld media. Theoretically, it contributes to the sociology of Science and Technology Studies by showing how the technological sensorium of combat exposes enduring tensions between individual improvisation and the structural discipline of military organization.
Introduction
In his now-classic text Techniques of the Body, Marcel Mauss (1935 [1973]) examines how the customs and mores of a society are inscribed primarily in the bodily movements and dispositions of individuals in social contexts. His broader argument is that culture is embedded first and foremost in the body—in a distinctly carnal sense—and only secondarily in the mind. Mauss was among the first social theorists to observe how this shift from the cognitive to the corporeal finds particularly vivid expression in military settings. He opens his essay with an account of the difficulties English soldiers faced when attempting to use French entrenching tools during World War I (1935 [1973], 71). He also displays a keen sensitivity to military routines such as sleep patterns and the social disciplining effects of marching (Ibid., 80–85).
While the embodied dimensions of military life have been a longstanding subject of scholarly interest, relatively little attention has been paid to how embodiment interacts with contemporary uses of technology, particularly in and around active combat zones. This article builds on Mauss's insights into the corporeality of military experience by investigating how soldiers’ intuitive use of handheld digital technologies shapes their sensory engagement during combat. In doing so, we challenge dominant cognitive models of battlefield sensemaking and propose instead a framework of “technological sensory-making” as a more grounded lens for understanding combat perception and behavior.
[bookmark: _Hlk191396580]Hamas' attack on Israeli communities near the Gaza border on October 7, 2023, has become one of the most digitally publicized terrorist events in recent history. During the assault, Gazan fighters quickly dismantled Israel’s high-tech border barrier - a project that cost approximately 4 billion shekels (Eretz, 2023) -  and destroyed critical communications infrastructure, severely disrupting IDF radio capabilities. As a result, IDF soldiers and first responders operating in the border communities found themselves increasingly reliant on social media platforms and civilian smartphone apps for situational awareness and coordination. These digital tools became integral to what scholars call the combat sensorium, or a soldier’s ability to "hear, smell, and feel" the battlefield (Hockey, 2009: 479). Crucially, we argue, this sensorium now also includes the near intuitive use of handheld communication devices that help soldiers rapidly interpret and respond to their environment. 
The intuitive use of technology exposes a fundamental contradiction between two institutional logics (Thornton and Ocasio, 1999) that the military cannot fully resolve. On one side lies the soldier’s need for autonomous agency — the freedom to act independently under conditions of extreme uncertainty. On the other lies the state’s demand to discipline and contain that agency within the rigid structures of military command. This contradiction surfaces across military practice, from tunnel warfare (Anonymous, 2020) to the handling of firearms (Anonymous, 2024). As this article demonstrates, the clash becomes most acute in combat, where soldiers’ intuitive use of handheld digital media undermines the very disciplinary order on which the military depends, even as it enables survival and effectiveness in battle. 
[bookmark: _Hlk191400465]One of the many soldiers who tried to document the outbreak of the war on a personal smartphone was Sergeant Re'em Batito, a combat soldier in the 51st Battalion of the Golani Brigade, which saw action near Kissufim in the Southern Gaza border.  After Re'em's battlefield death the IDF returned his personal smartphone to his family. On it, they were shocked to find a smiling selfie he had taken with his combat team while they were huddled among some bushes during a brief respite in the fighting. 
Here lies the sociological problem: In the midst of intense combat, how did these soldiers muster not only the presence of mind but also the physical dexterity to use delicate touchscreen devices to capture a group photo? To address this question, the article departs from standard ‘sense-making’ paradigms typically used to contextualize combat decision-making. Here soldiers are seen as cognitively internalizing, rationalizing, and thus ultimately 'making sense' of combat experiences. Instead, we propose a shift toward sensory-making - a more visceral and embodied mode of understanding - and argue for closer examination of how pocket-sized communication technologies become intuitive extensions of the combat body. Theoretically, by reframing combat from “sensemaking” to “sensory-making,” this article argues that smartphones and other communicative technologies reveal a central paradox of military life. Soldiers must be capable of independent, autonomous action, yet are simultaneously subjected to the discipline of military command. 
This article examines the role of digital communication technologies in shaping combat experiences. Through in-depth interviews with 25 IDF soldiers who entered and fought in the southern Israeli communities along the Gazan Border at the outbreak of the war, we argue that "cognitive" and "emotional" sensemaking on the battlefield was tightly integrated with what we term practical "technological sensibility". That is to say, these soldiers actively used basic technological practices, such as smartphones, alongside social media applications like WhatsApp, Facebook, Telegram, and Google apps, to maintain control over the physical and mental chaos of war. 
This article reexamines the combat experience by highlighting the sensory dimension, in which both the desire and ability on the part of young soldiers to quickly and efficiently use small handheld everyday communicative technologies, quickly, efficiently, and under stress. On October 7th, these technologies and applications currently found in every pocket offered soldiers solutions to basic needs like organizing initial induction, combat decision-making, documentation, and rescue. However, they also served as one technical -sensory dimension through which soldiers experienced the combat, trauma, and chaos of the contemporary battlefield.  
Theoretically, scholars have highlighted some of the ways in which technology "intersects with mundane military activities" (Corner and Parry. 2017, 6). Specifically, this scholarship has highlighted the divide between the embodied aspects of war (Maltby and McSorely 2012) and the more formal techno-strategic dimensions of military conflict (McSorely. 2013). This article builds off this reasoning to highlight how in actual practice the use of everyday handheld technologies on the battlefield becomes one aspect of that embodied experience.
Sensemaking and the Combat Sensorium
Scholars of the military have long been interested in the combat experience. For some, this interest has manifested itself in the clinical modes in which the experience of battle has affected combatants from both physical and psychological perspectives (Blakey. Et al 2021, Sherman et al. 2023).  For others, the combat experience becomes more of an immediate theoretical problem. How do soldiers – in the moment – experience the visceral realities of combat? 
In the waning years of America's conflict in Vietnam the famed sociologist of the military, Charlse Moskos began addressing this question. Building off of what became known as the Primary Group Hypothesis which sought to account for combat motivation (Stoufer et. al 1949), Moskos turned to the everyday practicalities of the combat experience. Arguing that in order to fully appreciate the "the nature of the primary group processes developed in combat squads" (Moskos 1975, 28), scholars must turn their attention to the physical contexts of combat itself. Moskos went on to describe in minute details the many  deprivations experienced by frontline combat soldiers in Vietnam, from the itch of mosquito bites to the chaos and deadening fear during firefights (Moskos 1975, ibid).
The relationship that Charles Moskos drew between motivation, cohesion, and the shared deprivations of combat has served as the basis for a series of further studies of the combat experience conducted both in the United States, Great Britain, and Israel. These studies largely focused on the various permutations of the "War on Terror" in the Middle East.  Eyal Ben Ari (1989,1998) for example asked similar questions to that of Moskos in his ethnographic accounting of military knowledge among IDF reservists. For Ben Ari, the everyday experiences of combat infantrymen - to include, lascivious humor (Ben Ari and Sion. 2005) and gambling (Feige and Ben Ari. 1991)  - create the social contexts for effective combat operations. Likewise, Anthony King (2006) has documented how the patterns of everyday soldiering in western militaries operating in Iraq and Afghanistan cultivate a sense of loyalty and cohesion within small units. Riffing off of Durkheim's "elementary forms of religious life" King focuses most directly on the social interactions and tactics of the small platoon. These groupings of thirty to forty soldiers is what King (2013 16-17) describes as the most elementary form of "military life".   Similarly, close ethnographic analysis of how IDF combat reservists experience the passage of time has led (anonymous author 2024) to link motivation for reserve combat service to a desire to correct perceived mistakes that occurred in previous stints of military service. 
Alongside these rich descriptions of the realities of military life scholars have also begun to explore the ways in which men (and women) make decisions and lead troops through the fear and fog of combat itself. This research has largely rooted itself in theoretical understandings of what has become known as 'sensemaking'.  Drawing on sociological literature related to organizational studies, sensemaking has come to denote "the process through which individuals work to understand novel, unexpected, or confusing events" (Maitlis and Christianson. 2014, 58).  In this regard, larger bureaucratic organizations themselves are seen working to make sense of the unexpected in their efforts to increase output and efficiency (Suitcliffe. 2013).  
Sociologist Karl Weik first applied principles of sensemaking to better understand organizational processes.  For Weik, sensemaking begins with some surprise, or what he terms to be an interruption "in an ongoing flow of events" (1995, 2). Rooted in earlier research in business management (Waterman. 1990, Starbuck and Miliken. 1988), Weik highlights the mental processes through which individuals confront surprise and uncertainty. Sociologists have gone on to see in sensemaking a collaborative and collective process wherein sense is drawn out of uncertainty within distinctly social groups (Maitlis. 2005, Weik and Roberts. 1993). It should be noted however that in all cases sensemaking is understood to be a fundamentally cognitive phenomenon. That is to say, order is seen as being forged out of uncertainty within the minds and imaginations of participants who may or may (or may not) interact with each other in various ways.    
Notions of sensemaking have been applied to various organizations that routinely confront unexpected and emergency situations such as nursing (Weik et al. 2005), and firefighting (Weik,1993), to more banal professions such as education (Coburn 2001) and finance (Abolafia. 2010). Sensemaking however has been most effectively applied to analyze the "high intensity environments" (de Graaff et al. 2016, 1) that tend to characterize the combat experience itself (Jensen and Brehmer. 2005). An empirical focus on the cognitive sensemaking processes soldiers experience as they make life or death decisions alongside the emotions they experience during the brief and intense moments of combat echoes Anthony King's call to highlight the distinct and unique practices that come to characterize the combat experience (King. 2006, 510, Patrick et al. 2012, 76). While for King such a focus has the potential to reframe academic explanations of combat motivation, other scholars, however, have used that same empirical focus to offer an emic understanding of the combat moment itself. 
In this regard, (Anonymous author 2012)  for example have explored the process of sensemaking, in what they describe as 'actual combat'. For them combat sensemaking is determined by several key moments. Soldiers must first understand that combat has commenced, they must have the ability to creatively think on their feet and cultivate flexible modes of thought and action, and finally, commanders specifically must have the capacity to quickly zoom out of the immediate firefight to consider the broader tactical and even strategic environment. 
Building off these conclusions (anonymous author  2019, 327) described combat sensemaking as being composed of both "emotional responses, along with the minute social processes of peers and subordinates". By pinpointing the socially situated emotional and cognitive underpinnings of sensemaking [anonymous author] describe the necessity for combat commanders to cultivate social networks among their subordinates in order to build "a shared sense of meaning to cues and events in ways that create the appropriate context for coordinated action" (2019, 334). An inability to produce that shared sense of meaning among combatants can break down both the emotional ability of a unit to fight as well as its technical ability to conduct that fight (Pratt. 2000). 
These studies highlight how both cognition and emotion are seen as working together -in social contexts - in an effort to maximize the ability of soldiers to make sense of, and ultimately control, chaotic combat situations.  Yet elided in this literature are all the noncognitive modes through which - what we term  'the combat sensorium' – are experienced. By combat sensorium, we specifically refer to the "culture of sensations" (Brahinsky. 2012, 217) or to put another way, the sights, sounds, smells, and the other daily and quotidian practices that occur in and around combat.  To borrow Anthony King's (2006, 510) formulation, the analysis of sensemaking has been traditionally concerned with what soldiers are thinking and feeling, to the near exclusion of what they are doing and 'sensing' on a very physical level. 
We use the term 'technological sensorium' to describe how digital communication technologies—smartphones, messaging apps, navigation tools, and cameras—become entangled with the embodied sensory field through which soldiers experience and enact combat. Unlike cognitive sensemaking, which privileges rational interpretation, the technological sensorium foregrounds the felt, pre-reflective, and affective ways in which technology mediates perception and action. At the same time, it moves beyond general accounts of embodiment by tracing how specific digital devices configure how soldiers react under conditions of stress, uncertainty, and danger. In this sense, the uses of WhatsApp, Google Maps, or a smartphone camera are not merely instrumental but part of a sensory regime that reconstitutes the boundaries of the combat body. In this article, we invoke the term “sense” not in its cognitive meaning of interpretation, but in its corporeal and mediated dimensions—to capture how these familiar civilian tools operate as near-somatic interfaces through which young officers orient themselves and impose order within volatile environments. The technological sensorium thus delineates the conditions of possibility for cognitive and emotional engagements with battle itself.
Digital communicative technologies have thus become an integral part of what might be termed, following the anthropologist Charles Hirschkind (2001), the combat 'sensorium'. For Hirschkind, the human senses such as sight, sound, or smell conditioned and are conditioned by "aesthetic appreciation, and states of moral attunement or being (i.e., sensibilities). (Hirschkind. 2001, 624). To be sure, Hirschkind set his ethnographic sights on exploring how the act of listening to religious cassette recordings influences pious sensibilities among Islamists in Egypt. We argue however, that if one refocuses attention on the technology of the senses – and their attendant technological sensibilities -a similar paradigm can be seen emerging among young soldiers as they experience both the fear and the excitement of combat. This combat sensorium is both conditioned and influenced by the technology that surrounds contemporary soldiers, most notably the personal smartphones that they all carry in their pockets.    
Indeed Karl Weik (1993) hinted at how critical communicative technologies can be his analysis of the Mann Gulch disaster where 13 firefighters lost their lives in a Montana forest fire. As described in that case, the breakdown in sensemaking  that precipitated that disaster was the destruction of the unit's radio upon landing in the area (Weik. 1993, 628). Here an inability to use a communicative device served as the precondition for the loss of cognitive sensemaking, and the subsequent loss of life. 
This sensory—rather than purely cognitive—dimension of technological use has long been emphasized in science and technology studies. Scholars have shown that humans engage with technologies not merely as external tools but as embodied extensions of themselves.  For example, Donna Haraway’s classic analysis of the Cyborg, a “hybrid of machine and organism…who populate worlds ambiguously natural and crafted” (1990, 191), captured this merging of human and machine to redefine feminist personhood in late capitalism. 
Sociologists have taken a keen interest in what appears to be these growing amalgamations between humanity and technological hardware. Downey, Dumit, and Williams (1995), for example, build off Haraway’s work to describe how the use of contemporary technology to reexamine "the boundaries between humans and machines and our vision of the differences that constitute these boundaries (1995, 265). More recently Joshua Wells (2014) in his review essay of anthropological approaches towards scientific futures, notes how both the iPhone and prehistoric hammerstones are both technologies designed to ergonomically fit into the human hand (Wells, 2014, 7). In this sense there is no easy or clear delimitation between the human body and the technologies that humanity creates and uses. Likewise, in the social media sphere, Waite and Bourke (2015), have explored young people's use of social media as a natural extension of their "broader social lives" (2015, 537). 
Taken together, this research shifts attention away from the image of a sovereign, autonomous human wielding technology. Instead, it positions humans as inherently technological beings, always already enmeshed in assemblages of culture, data, and hardware. From this perspective, people never “became” cyborgs—they were never fully autonomous humans to begin with.
Technology—especially communicative devices—does not exist in isolation; it is embedded in the frictions of everyday social life. In the military context, this entanglement exposes a deep contradiction. States depend on soldiers’ capacity for improvisation and independent judgment, yet they also seek to discipline and contain that autonomy within rigid chains of command. Marcel Mauss’s observation that habituated discipline steels individuals for combat highlights this tension: the military must assume humans are sovereign agents who can act independently, even as it works to guide, direct, and control them. Communicative technologies intensify this paradox. By blurring the boundaries of human individuality, they simultaneously extend soldiers’ autonomy and undermine the authority that seeks to contain it. The entanglement of personhood and communicative technologies thus becomes a site of unresolved struggle between autonomy and control, freedom and hierarchy.
Methodology
This article draws on a set of 25 qualitative interviews conducted with junior combat officers in the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) who were mobilized during and immediately after the October 7th, 2023 attacks. Interviews were carried out in Hebrew during October–February 2024, with most typically conducted only a few weeks after the events described. Most interviews took place with officers still in uniform and usually on their bases, during short breaks from operational duties. The immediacy of the timing and the military setting provided accounts that were both vivid and emotionally charged, shaped by proximity to the battlefield and the continuing uncertainty of the war.
Participants were recruited through purposive and snowball sampling to capture the experiences of frontline combatants from different units who directly faced the collapse of Israel’s border defenses and the subsequent fighting in southern Israel. Interviewees ranged from junior to company-grade officers. All were male, reflecting the gendered composition of Israeli frontline combat units. Most served in special forces, many with engineering expertise, which mirrors the profile of soldiers already stationed in southern Israel on October 7 and thus among the first to respond to the attack. To protect confidentiality, names and identifying details have been changed. While the sample is not representative of the IDF as a whole, it highlights the situated practices of soldiers engaged in frontline combat and offers a grounded account of the “technological sensorium” of war.
The interviews were semi-structured and designed to elicit soldiers’ sensory, practical, and affective experiences of combat rather than simply their tactical narratives. Core questions asked how they perceived and oriented themselves during chaotic conditions, what tools they reached for in moments of uncertainty, and how technologies—particularly smartphones and messaging apps—entered into their embodied practice of fighting. 
This study was part of a larger research project on command leadership and urban warfare that investigates how military organizations and individual officers adapt to high-intensity combat environments. The subset of interviews used here was selected for its emphasis on sensory practices and the use of digital communication tools during battle. 
Sensemaking and Technological Breakdown
The practical centrality of everyday digital technologies to sensemaking on the modern battlefield becomes most apparent when those technologies are absent. As in the 1949 Mann Gulch disaster, the failures of October 7th stemmed, at their core, from a breakdown in communication. One striking example was the air force’s delayed response to Hamas’s mass invasion in the early morning hours. A recent Zman Emet investigation, broadcast by Kan 11, featured senior air force personnel describing scenes of chaos within the Tel Aviv command center. Like all such centers, entry is prohibited with digital devices—not only smartphones and cameras but also wireless earbuds—and even television sets are strongly discouraged. When communication with the Gaza Division in Re’im collapsed that morning, those in the Tel Aviv command center were left with little to no access to real-time information. As the officer described it, 
I arrived at the command center a little before 7 in the morning. There was total chaos. Since the Gaza Division fell, nobody passed us information, and we had no idea what was happening in the field. Add to that, we didn’t have telephones, Telegram, WhatsApp, and even a working television. What you saw on television, we in the command center had no idea [what was happening]. It’s simply unbelievable. Just in the afternoon when I left and went upstairs for the first time for a cigarette, that I opened Ynet and I saw the Toyota with the terrorists in Sderot. Even that, which was broadcast in every place from the morning we didn't know about. We were completely disconnected. Needless to say within the command center personnel certainly lacked regular telephone service. (Zman Emet. 2023).
While Airforce command personnel may have been updated by the Gaza Division's last radio messages, they had no real way to interpret what they were being told. It was only when individuals left the command center for a cigarette break, and had access once again to their smartphones, apps, and headphones, did they really have the opportunity to contextualize the entire deadly scope of the actual attack. In this case, access to everyday digital technologies served as the basis for making sense – and thus responding to – a chaotic and surprising situation. 
There are good reasons however why the IDF discourages the use of personal smartphones for military uses and certainly during combat. For one, there is a broad -perhaps informal – understanding that the introduction of kinds of messaging applications found on smartphones limits the kinds of personal face-to-face encounters that are seen as necessary in reinforcing both unit cohesion alongside a disciplined and trusting relationship between commanders and their soldiers (anonymous author. 2019, Israel Defense Forces Ombudsman Report. 2018). Moreover, in combat, especially when considering the attacks of October 7th, it is thought that the use of smartphones by soldiers would serve as an emotional or psychological distraction from the combat at hand. Several interviewees noted how in the hours and days following the October 7th attacks, the IDF did make some attempts to limit the use of smartphones among low-ranking combat soldiers operating in the Gazan border communities. These efforts were marked by mixed results.  As Eli a 25 year old reservist in a commando unit described, 
They came and told us to turn off our phones and put them in our vests. We weren't supposed to be using them. For me that was too much my parents were abroad, I wanted to be in touch with my ex-girlfriend. I needed my phone, so I just didn't listen to them.
Eran on the other hand, a 22-year-old Junior officer in an elite infantry unit described a different experience. "They told us to turn off our phones and put them away. I did it, you know, this is serious business. People are getting killed, you can't be distracted by your phone". For Eran, the videos of murdered Israelis that were suddenly appearing on social media alongside the desire to contact friends and family in central Israel posed extremely powerful distractions from the combat at hand. 
For his part Eli recognized these distractions. As he recalled,
I remember people were on their phones, chatting, talking, or scrolling all night. I spoke to my ex-girlfriend, my family, my friends. You know…if something should happen, you think about these things. It is distracting, but you can't help it. It’s an instinctive need to use your phone.        
One of the difficulties of documenting and analyzing the use of digital technologies commonly found on pocket smartphones is that their use seems so instinctive and intuitive that soldiers themselves may not always be cognizant of how often and to what extent they make use of these items.  This became clear during an interview with a reserve communications officer who was drafted to the Gaza border during the first week of the war. "At first" he noted, "we only used WhatsApp, Hamas attacked the radio antennas, cellphones became our only way to communicate". After a week or so, he was able to jerry rig some antennas to enable military two-way radio communications between units. 
When asked if soldiers still use WhatsApp in Gaza or other operational settings in the South, he seemed surprised. “Of course not,” he said, “it’s against the rules.” Pressed further, he admitted, “maybe some undisciplined units might use it.” Yet moments later, he showed us his personal cellphone, filled with nearly a year’s worth of military-related WhatsApp messages — from operational briefings to daily logistics, and even shared locations from inside the Gaza Strip.
Every IDF unit is equipped with a two-way radio, and some field officers carry IDF-issued smartphones with an in-house messaging application. Why then do soldiers continue using WhatsApp on personal phones? According to this communications officer, most soldiers—especially junior infantry—do not carry IDF smartphones. More importantly, military radios are “too cumbersome and slow.” Reception can be unreliable, the technology often malfunctions, and the militarized radio language slows communication. As the officer concluded, “everyone has a personal cell phone, using it is just instinct.” For this officer, the issue lay in balancing military discipline and operational security against soldiers’ instinctive preference for familiar, efficient tools. In the stress of operations and combat, soldiers have little incentive to rely on cumbersome radios when personal cellphones are faster and more effective.
This is not unique to Israel. U.S. soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan in the early 2000s reported similar frustrations with official radios, citing limited range, unreliable performance, and cumbersome use (Axe, 2012). Many purchased civilian Motorola handhelds, finding them more accessible and convenient (Urgent Communications Administrator, 2003). Even in this analog example, soldiers turned to everyday communication devices to compensate for faulty military equipment. These cases highlight how combat experience is shaped by an intuitive ease with familiar technology. Examining how soldiers and militaries navigate the tension between discipline, security, and this intuitive reliance offers unique insight into the lived experience of combat.
Battlefield Documentation and Technological Intuition
On October 7th, many frontline soldiers used the smartphones in their pockets for distinctly personal reasons. Some tried to contact family members elsewhere in Israel; others, for reasons unknown, documented their experiences through voice and video recordings. At the Erez crossing, for example, three soldiers recorded video from inside a concrete shelter as Hamas fighters invaded their base. The footage shows an IDF soldier in combat gear firing around the corner of a concrete wall. One soldier sent this video to their parents, along with WhatsApp updates as events unfolded (Kan 11, 2023). Hamas later recorded the capture of these soldiers, who were subsequently killed in captivity. At the Urim military base, about 25 kilometers from Gaza, female combatants made voice recordings during lulls between fire exchanges (Chadashot 13, 2023). In these recordings, they described in excited tones their near real-time experiences battling Hamas fighters. Similarly, soldiers from the Nachal Oz base—both male and female—recorded messages while seeking shelter in bunkers and bathrooms (Hadad, 2023).
For many, these self-made recordings became their final words before death or kidnapping. The motives for such recordings remain unclear. Yet it is noteworthy that for young soldiers in their late teens and twenties, the life-threatening stress of combat did not preclude the everyday use of smartphones. Even under extreme duress, soldiers fearful for their lives had the mental acuity and physical dexterity to operate a smartphone and record messages for themselves and their loved ones.
For some soldiers these recordings and pictures served as a kind of personal memorial for themselves, their friends, or their families should they be killed. As Eli a noted 
we saw the videos on telegram, we knew what we were going into. When we arrived at the base [to sign for equipment] we all started taking pictures. I wanted to keep the memory. Not to put it in my head, but you know if God forbid something should happen, if someone should die, I wanted the picture. 
The pictures that Eli took of himself and his friends were not at all somber. In all of them Eli and his comrades can be seen smiling. As he went on "the guys in my team are always smiling, in the cold, in the rain, we are always smiling". For Eli these pictures not only mark an experience of combat comradeship, but also an understanding of the uniqueness of the historical moment, alongside a certain sense of tense anticipation at what might be in store for them. "I won't say it's exciting" he recalled, "but there is something to it, something you are looking forward to, you trained for….but then again very quickly we realized people were dying, getting killed".  Eli was a young man doing historical life-threatening things, and for him it was only natural that those moments be recorded. 
This almost intuitive response to record combat experiences with personal smartphones was further underscored by Saul, a middle aged officer in an elite Engineering unit. Saul was mobilized from home by a phone call from a friend on October 7th. Upon arriving in the South Saul joined up with an ad-hoc group of soldiers and security personnel that included a paratrooper separated from his unit, a traffic cop, and a female soldier serving in the border patrol (known in Hebrew as Magav). After neutralizing a group of terrorists along a highway, this team quickly ran to the bodies in an effort to possibly collect any weapons or worthwhile intelligence. Instead, As Saul recounted, 
the first thing the three younger soldiers did was to of course take selfies with the bodies, three of them together and then each separately. I don't know, I don't understand it. I tried to photograph them, it was surrealistic.
For these soldiers, this “battle” was the highlight of their day; for Saul, their behavior showed they did not grasp the magnitude of the attack, which was only the first engagement of many. Andén-Papadopoulos (2009, 922) argues that soldiers photograph violent and illicit images to force an audience to “bear witness” to the grotesque reality of warfare. Yet Saul was struck by how, in the middle of an evolving firefight, younger soldiers still had the wherewithal and desire to take selfies with the bodies of dead terrorists. As he recounted the tale, this behavior seemed a strange and out-of-place feature of contemporary combat. For young soldiers, however, experiencing combat for the first time, pulling out a phone to document their “first kills” appeared almost second nature.
Sensemaking and the Practicalities of the Technological Intuition
Smartphone technology was also used on that Black Sabbath for more practical as well as tactical purposes. At the outset of the attack for example,  most soldiers used WhatsApp to inform soldiers of the emergency call up and to coordinate arrivals at the various military emergency storage units spread throughout the country. As one reserve lieutenant wrote to his platoon on the morning of October 7th. "Guys don't wait for the automated message [calling one up for emergency service] just come to the storage facility as fast as you can". Others sent recorded group messages over WhatsApp informing people of their emergency call up through which they were able to put together an ad hoc group of fighters (anonymous author 2005). As Ben an armored company commander noted,
Erlich called me on WhatsApp. He passed it onto the group [the emergency call up] of the battalion commanders, from there it went to the company commanders and they called everyone who lived in the area and knew how to fight. And that’s how it worked. We got to the Emergency storage facility as a large unit.  
In another instance a company commander of an engineering unit described opening up Whatsapp groups for his squad leaders as they assembled their emergency equipment getting ready to head into battle. 
I give a briefing to the soldiers. We plan to go down to the field once the path is cleared. I open up WhatsApp groups for my two squat commanders…I tell them no one opens up telegram, no one watches videos. Be prepared to be attacked.  
Likewise social networks were also used as tools to energize young soldiers in the field and alert them to the fact that what was transpiring around them was not just another terrorist attack, but rather the opening engagement of a war. As Roni, a young officer in an elite engineering corps noted, 
I start to travel to [Kibbutz] Alumim. The commander of Battalion 13 tells me to travel instead to Be'eri.[endnoteRef:1] I ask him, and again, this reveals something of my naivete [of what was transpiring around him] Okay, do you have a contact person a [WhatsApp/Google Maps] location? What's the mission? And like, this is how he responds to me in a WhatsApp message. "Find terrorists and kill them". That's the only [instruction]. Then I began, sort of, to understand [what was happening.     [1:  Though not mentioned specifically, it is apparent here and in other interviews that most forms of communication happened either over a cellphone or through WhatsApp ] 

In this case WhatsApp became the tool that mediated the command relationship between Roni and the Battalion commander. Through WhatsApp which Roni began to understand the severity of the security situation around him. Likewise, WhatsApp was the physical tool through which the commander of Battalion 13 was able to express to his subordinate the full extent of the situation they were facing.  WhatsApp not only acted as a facilitator for communication but also shaped the command synergy between both Roni and his commander as they grasped and responded to the escalating threats in real time. 
Digital communicative technologies turned into an indispensable tool to coordinate between forces in the field. As Ben the armored company commander who was setting out to battle in the Gaza Peripheral communities described his attempt to gain air support,
I call a friend who is a combat helicopter pilot and ask him where he is and what he understands….he answers that he's in the squadron ….at this junction the terrorists are attacking, at that junction they are shooting at a helicopter….four hours later on WhatsApp I guided him to a target
During the course of combat Ben would periodically request of his soldiers to take out their phones and to update him through Telegram on the developing situation around them. 
A channel called "Gaza Now". We start to get everything, everything. The videos of the shootings at the party [Nova Festival], we were there. As well as the video of Sderot, that was crazy. Suddenly we realized that the parachute we saw by Re'im … was their parachute.
In other instances, soldiers used applications such as Google Maps to help them navigate through unfamiliar streets of the invaded Gazan peripheral communities. As Roni explained about his experiences of battle in Kibbutz Be'eri,
I understand where the battle is supposed to be within the neighborhood…I understand the situation and I tell Itamar the company commander, "take your force and go [there]". I open Google Maps and I see there is a place called "Kibbutz District Cemetery". And It's very high [elevation]. I tell him [Itamar] "take your force and use it to observe within the kibbutz
For Roni, Google Maps – an app that is found on every smartphone – became the quickest and easiest way to explain to his subordinate how to deploy his forces. Also interesting here is that both had the presence of mind and the physical dexterity to use their smartphones while under immense stress under fire.  Likewise, later on,  Roni was able to use Google Maps to direct a helicopter pilot during the combat in Be'eri. As he described it,
I'm speaking to the helicopter pilot over the radio. The helicopter pilot is using his navigational tools, and both of us are directing each other using Google Maps….At first I try to direct him using military radio language…so I need to translate what I want to say to the military map. At some point I say, bro stop, you have a smart phone? He said yes. I said, open Google Maps, let's just finish with this situation. 
Military radios do not always work properly, and understand not everyone can remember all of the proper code words that one is supposed to use over the radio. Similarly, military mapping technology is not always user-friendly, especially in moments of high stress. In these situations, Google Maps turned into the most efficient way to both make sense of and direct close combat operations.   
For these soldiers, the technology in their pockets provided essential communicative infrastructure—first to make sense of the surrounding chaos, and then to respond to it. The accessibility of smartphones and apps such as WhatsApp and Telegram made them almost intuitive tools for millennial and Gen Z junior officers.   
Conclusion
Towards the end of Techniques of the Body, Marcel Mauss (1935 [1973], 85) describes his experiences teaching soldiers to march in formation during the First World War. Marcel understood the practice of marching in the industrial era of warfare as working to inscribe social authority into field units. That is to say, the sensory experience of marching in close order creates – in a very visceral sense - unit discipline.   What seems to be implied in this military argument (albeit left unsaid) is that the ability to rise out of the trenches of the Western Front, and storm enemy positions under machine gun fire, is not so much rooted in cognitive choice, as it is in a kind of embodied sensory experience of unit collectivity. What Mauss grasped in the embodied discipline of marching, science and technology scholars have since generalized: technologies are not external aids of cognition but concrete sensory extensions of the human. 
For soldiers in combat, the use of personal smartphones as military communication devices has become a near-intuitive part of the larger sensorium of the modern battlefield itself. They make up, as Charles Hirschkind describes, "the visceral orientations enabling" soldiers to respond to and make sense of the combat experience in an effective and efficient manner (Hirschkind. 2001, 640). For these soldiers fishing into a pocket for a smartphone to quickly consult Google Maps, sending WhatsApp messages to superiors and subordinates, coordinating forces, even taking 'selfies', is second nature, and a kind of embodied sensory response to combat. 
Much has been written—and much more will be—about Israel’s overreliance on “smart” technology in the decade preceding the October 7th War. In those years, the IDF built a hi-tech fence around the Gaza Strip costing over one billion U.S. dollars (Kubovich 2021) and expanded its cyber, UAV, and other high-tech capabilities at the expense of ground infantry and armored forces (Shamir and Hecht 2022). The preference for advanced technology over the immediacy of ground power is now being critically reassessed (Gat 2024; Seljan 2024). Across these debates, social scientists and military professionals alike must remember that some advanced technologies have become so ubiquitous that their use is almost instinctive. Soldiers now sense and respond not only through their bodies but also through the digital environments that surround them. Social media platforms, real-time communication and navigation apps, cameras, and voice recorders form a kind of sixth sensorium—a precondition for making sense of the chaos of combat.
Here, insights from the social study of science and technology are indispensable. The idea that humanity has always been a kind of “cyborg” destabilizes the very notion of individual autonomy. Yet military institutions depend on precisely this notion: soldiers must be treated as sovereign agents for discipline and control to function. The intuitive use of communicative technologies both amplifies soldiers’ autonomy and undermines the authority that seeks to contain it. While the military views personal smartphones as a threat to structure and discipline, soldiers experience them as a natural and embodied element of warfare. Combatants on modern as well as future battlefields must grapple with this sociological tension, in which technology lies at the core of both human agency, intuition, and military (political) order.
Bibliography 
Abolafia, M. Y. (2010). Narrative construction as sensemaking: How a central bank thinks. Organization Studies, 31(3), 349-378.
Andén-Papadopoulos, K. (2008). The Abu Ghraib torture photographs: News frames, visual culture, and the power of images. Journalism, 9(1), 5-30.‏
Axe, David. (2012). Failure to communicate: Inside the army’s doomed quest for the ‘perfect’ radio. https://publicintegrity.org/national-security/failure-to-communicate-inside-the-armys-doomed-quest-for-the-perfect-radio/ [Accessed 04/07/2025]
Ben-Ari, E. (1989). Masks and soldiering: The Israeli army and the Palestinian uprising. Cultural Anthropology, 4(4), 372-389.‏
Ben-Ari, E. (1998). Mastering soldiers: Conflict, emotions, and the enemy in an Israeli military unit (Vol. 10). Berghahn Books.‏
Ben-Ari, E., & Sion, L. (2005). ‘Hungry, weary and horny’: Joking and jesting among Israel's combat reserves. Israel Affairs, 11(4), 655-671.‏
Blakey, S. M., Tsai, J., & Elbogen, E. B. (2021). Drinking to cope with posttraumatic stress: A nationally representative study of men with and without military combat experience. Journal of Dual Diagnosis, 17(2), 101-112.‏
Brahinsky, J. (2012). Pentecostal body logics: Cultivating a modern sensorium. Cultural Anthropology, 27(2), 215-238.‏
Coburn, C. E. (2001). Collective sensemaking about reading: How teachers mediate reading policy in their professional communities. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 23(2), 145-170.‏
Corner, J., & Parry, K. (2017). The media and the military. Media, Culture & Society, 39(1), 3-10.‏
De Graaff, M. C., Giebels, E., Meijer, D. J., & Verweij, D. E. (2019). Sensemaking in military critical incidents: The impact of moral intensity. Business & Society, 58(4), 749-778.‏
Eshelman, E. (2020). Can You Hear Me Now? The Vulnerability Of Cellular And Smartphone Use On The Battlefield (Doctoral dissertation, Monterey, CA; Naval Postgraduate School).
Downey, G. L., Dumit, J., & Williams, S. (1995). Cyborg anthropology. Cultural Anthropology, 10(2), 264-269.‏
Gat, Azar (2024) Expanding Israel's Ground Forces or Prioritizing Technology? INSS. https://www.inss.org.il/publication/land-force/ (Accessed. 12/12/2024). 
Golan, O., & Ben-Ari, E. (2018). Armed forces, cyberspace, and global images: The official website of the Israeli Defense Forces 2007–2015. Armed Forces & Society, 44(2), 280-300.‏
Haraway, D. (1994). A manifesto for cyborgs: Science, technology, and socialist feminism in. The postmodern turn: New perspectives on social theory, 82.‏
Hockey, J. (2009). ‘Switch on’: Sensory work in the infantry. Work, Employment and Society, 23(3), 477-493.‏
Hirschkind, C. (2006). The ethical soundscape: Cassette sermons and Islamic counterpublics. Columbia University Press.‏
Israel Defense Forces Ombudsman. (2018). Annual report 46 for the year 2017. Ministry of defense [Hebrew]. Retrieved February 25, 2019, from http://www.mod.gov.il/nakhal/reports/%D7%93%D7%95%D7%97%20%D7%A9%D7%A0%D7%AA%D7%99% 2046%20-%202017.pdf
Jensen, E., & Brehmer, B. (2005). Sensemaking in the fog of war: An experimental study of how command teams arrive at a basis for action. Theoretical Issues in Ergonomics Science, 6(2), 203-212.‏
King, A. (2006). The word of command: Communication and cohesion in the military. Armed Forces & Society, 32(4), 493-512.‏
King, A. (2013). The combat soldier: Infantry tactics and cohesion in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. OUP Oxford.
Kubovich, Yaniv. (2021). Israel Completes Vast Billion-Dollar Gaza Barrier. Haaretz. https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/2021-12-07/ty-article/.premium/israel-completes-vast-billion-dollar-gaza-barrier/0000017f-ee2c-d4cd-af7f-ef7c25d40000 (accessed 12/12/2024)
Maitlis, S. (2005). The social processes of organizational sensemaking. Academy of Management Journal, 48(1), 21-49.
Maitlis, S., & Christianson, M. (2014). Sensemaking in organizations: Taking stock and moving forward. Academy of Management Annals, 8(1), 57-125.‏
Maltby S, McSorley K (2012) War and the body: cultural and military practices. Journal of War & Cultural Studies 5(1): 3–6
Mauss, M. (1973). Techniques of the Body. Economy and society, 2(1), 70-88.‏
McSorley K (ed.) (2013) War and the Body: Militarisation, Practice and Experience. London: Routledge
Moskos, C. C. (1975). The American combat soldier in Vietnam. Journal of Social Issues, 31(4), 25-37.‏
Roitman, Y., & Yeshua-Katz, D. (2022). WhatsApp group as a shared resource for coping with political violence: The case of mothers living in an ongoing conflict area. Mobile Media & Communication, 10(1), 3-20.‏
Selján, P. (2024). The 7 October Hamas Attack: A Preliminary Assessment of the Israeli Intelligence, Military and Policy Failures. Academic And Applied Research In Military And Public Management Science: An International Journal Of Security, Strategy, Defence Studies, Military Technology And Public Management, 23(1), 81-98
Seo, H., & Ebrahim, H. (2016). Visual propaganda on Facebook: A comparative analysis of Syrian conflicts. Media, War & Conflict, 9(3), 227-251.‏
Sherman, H., Frye-Cox, N., & Lucier-Greer, M. (2023). Combat deployment experiences and soldier mental health: Examining the factor structure of a combat experiences scale. Military Medicine, 188(5-6), e1156-e1165.‏
Shils, E. A. (1950). Primary groups in the American army. In R. K. Merton & P. F. Lazarsfeld (Eds.), Continuities in social research (pp. 16-39). Free Press.
Shamir, E., & Hecht, D. E. (2022). Neglect of IDF Ground Forces: A Risk to Israel's Security. Begin-Sadat Center for Strategic Studies.
Starbuck, W. H., & Milliken, F. J. (1988). Executives' perceptual filters: What they notice and how they make sense. In D. C. Hambrick (Ed.), The Executive Effect: Concepts and Methods for Studying Top Managers (pp. 35-65). JAI Press.
Stouffer, S. A., Lumsdaine, A. A., Lumsdaine, M. H., Williams Jr, R. M., Smith, M. B., Janis, I. L., & Cottrell Jr, L. S. (1949). The American soldier: Combat and its aftermath (Studies in social psychology in World War II, Vol. 2).‏
Sutcliffe, K. M. (2013). Sensemaking. In M. Augier & D. Teece (Eds.), The Palgrave encyclopedia of strategic management. Palgrave Macmillan.
Urgent Communications Administrator (2003). Iraq Shows Army Radio Problems. https://urgentcomm.com/land-mobile-radio/iraq-shows-army-radio-problems [Accessed 04/07/2025]
Waite, C., & Bourke, L. (2015). Using the cyborg to re-think young people’s uses of Facebook. Journal of Sociology, 51(3), 537-552.‏
Waterman, R. H., Jr. (1990). Adhocracy: The power to change. Whittle Direct Books.
Weick, K. E. (1995). Sensemaking in organizations. Sage Publications.
Weick, K. E. (2009). The collapse of sensemaking in organizations: The Mann Gulch disaster. Studi Organizzativi, (2008/2), 9-39.‏
Weick, K. E., & Roberts, K. H. (1993). Collective mind in organizations: Heedful interrelating on flight decks. Administrative Science Quarterly, 38(3), 357-381.
Weick, K. E., Sutcliffe, K. M., & Obstfeld, D. (2005). Organizing and the process of sensemaking. Organization Science, 16(4), 409-421.‏
Wells, J. J. (2014). Keep calm and remain human: How we have always been cyborgs and theories on the technological present of anthropology. Reviews in Anthropology, 43(1), 5-34.‏
Zman Emet. 2023. Episode 10 – When the Skies Fell. Kan 11. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N6F7JLOYYEw Accessed 07/10/24


2


1     " The Combat Sensorium ":  Digital  ' Sensory Making '   among   Frontline Soldiers  in Israel's October 7 th   War   Abstract   This article offers a micro - sociological analysis of how digital communication  technologies mediate soldiers’ sensory engagement with contemporary warfare.  Drawing on in - depth interviews with 25 IDF soldiers who fought along the Gaza  border during the outb reak of Israel’s October 7th war, it examines how everyday  technological practices — using smartphones and apps such as WhatsApp, Facebook,  Telegram, and Google Maps — enabled combatants to reassert a sense of control amid  chaos. Extending yet critically revis ing research on cognitive and emotional  sensemaking in battle, the article reframes technology as a sensory interface that  foregrounds intuition and embodiment in soldiers’ interaction with handheld media.   Theoretically, it contributes to   the sociology of   Science and Technology Studies by  showing how the technological sensorium of combat exposes enduring tensions  between individual improvisation and the structural discipline of military  organization.   Introduction   In his now - classic text  Techniques of the Body , Marcel Mauss (1935 [1973])  examines how the customs and mores of a society are inscribed primarily in the  bodily movements and dispositions of individuals in social contexts. His broader  argument is that culture is embedded first and foremost in the body — in a distinctly  carnal sense — and only secondarily in the mind. Mauss was among the first social  theorists to observe how this shift from the cognitive to the corporeal finds  particularly vivid expression in mi litary settings. He opens his essay with an account 

