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In the high-stakes world of international intelligence, few publications have generated as much controversy, legal 

friction, and analytical debate as Victor Ostrovsky's 1990 exposé, "By Way of Deception: The Making and 

Unmaking of a Mossad Officer." Co-authored with journalist Claire Hoy, the book provides an unprecedented 

look into the inner workings of the Institute for Intelligence and Special Operations, commonly known as Mossad.

For technical writers, security analysts, and intelligence historians, the text serves as a primary—albeit contested—

source of information regarding the recruitment, training, and operational methodologies of one of the world's most

secretive organizations.

The phrase "By Way of Deception" is a translation of the Mossad's former motto: "Kil'temachon Na'aseh L'cha 

Milchama" (Proverbs 24:6). While often translated as "By way of wise counsel thou shalt make thy war," the book's 

interpretation focuses on the strategic use of disinformation, covert logistics, and asymmetric warfare. This 

article provides a deep-dive technical analysis of the concepts introduced in the text, evaluating the structural 

framework of intelligence gathering and the operational mechanics of the Katsa (case officer) system.

I. The Theoretical Framework of Mossad Operations

To understand the technical narrative of By Way of Deception, one must first grasp the organizational hierarchy and 

the distinct roles within the agency. Unlike larger entities such as the CIA or the FSB, the Mossad operates with a 

significantly smaller footprint, relying on a highly specialized personnel model. This model emphasizes the 

efficiency of resource allocation and the exploitation of a global network of volunteers.

1. The Katsa (Case Officer)

The Katsa is the functional heart of Mossad operations. According to Ostrovsky, there are rarely more than 30 to 

35 Katsas active at any given time. This lean operational structure necessitates that each officer possess a high 

degree of autonomy and technical proficiency across multiple disciplines, including sigint (signals intelligence), 

humint (human intelligence), and comsec (communications security).

2. The Sayanim System (The Volunteer Network)

Perhaps the most technically significant concept revealed in the book is the Sayanimnetwork. Derived from the

Hebrew word for "helpers," Sayanim are Jewish individuals living outside Israel who agree to assist the agency on

a voluntary basis. This system provides a logistical infrastructure that allows the Mossad to operate globally with

minimal permanent overhead.

•  Operational Scope: Sayanim may provide safe houses, medical assistance, legal services, or automotive 

rentals.

•  Technical Advantage: This allows the agency to avoid the "paper trail" associated with commercial 

transactions, as services are rendered based on ideological alignment rather than financial exchange.

•  Security Protocol: The system is designed with high compartmentalization; a Sayan typically knows only one 

handler and is never informed of the broader mission context.

II. Technical Analysis of the 'Katsa' Training Pipeline



Ostrovsky details the rigorous selection and training process at the Academy, the Mossad's clandestine training 

facility. The technical training is designed to break down the recruit's civilian identity and replace it with a persona 

capable of maintaining legend integrity under extreme duress.

The Recruitment Algorithm

The recruitment process can be modeled as a multi-stage filtration system. The agency seeks individuals who 

score high in situational awareness, linguistic adaptability, and moral flexibility. The following table illustrates

the key metrics used during the evaluation of a potential Katsa:



Metric Description Technical Assessment Method

Legend Resilience The ability to maintain a false identity. 48-hour continuous interrogation 
simulations.

Operational Security (OPSEC) Protection of sensitive information. Monitoring of personal 
communications and physical tailing.

Psychological Fortitude Stress management and decision-
making.

High-stakes environmental stressors 
(sleep deprivation).

Linguistic Fluidity Native-level fluency in target 
languages.

Immersive cultural and dialectical 
testing.

Advanced Surveillance and Counter-Surveillance

Recruits are trained in the technical mechanics of The Dry Run—the process of identifying whether they are being 

followed. This involves a complex geometric pattern of movement through urban environments, utilizing "dead 

zones" and "trigger points"to force a tailing agent to reveal their position. The math behind these movements

involves calculating lines of sight and the timing of public transportation to create windows of invisibility.

III. Core Mechanics: The 'Bodkim' and 'Kidon' Units

In By Way of Deception, Ostrovsky breaks down the specialized units that execute the agency's most sensitive

tasks. Each unit operates under a specific technical mandate, requiring specialized equipment and protocols.

1. The Bodkim (The Evaluators)

The Bodkim are the primary screeners for potential recruits and sources. Their technical workflow involves a deep-

dive background verification (BGV) process. This includes the analysis of financial records, family history, and 

psychological profiling. The objective is to identify "hooks"—vulnerabilities such as greed, ideology, coercion, or

ego (the MICE acronym)—that can be used to flip a source.

2. The Kidon (The Executioners)

The Kidon unit is responsible for "wet work" or assassinations. Ostrovsky describes them as a separate, elite cell 

within the Caesarea department. The technical execution of Kidon missions relies on asymmetric tactical 

planning. This often involves the use of specialized toxins, explosive devices disguised as everyday objects, or

precision urban ambushes designed to look like accidents or street crime.

IV. Comparison of Global Intelligence Structures

To better understand the uniqueness of the Mossad as described in the text, it is helpful to compare its operational

parameters with those of other major intelligence services. The following comparison matrix highlights key

differences in personnel and tactical philosophy.



Feature Mossad (as per 
Ostrovsky)

CIA (United States) MI6 (United Kingdom)

Personnel Volume Extremely Lean (~1,200 
total)

Massive (~21,000+) Moderate (~3,500)

Logistical Backbone Sayanim (Global 
Volunteers)

Commercial Front 
Companies

Diplomatic Cover / GCHQ 
Support

Primary Doctrine Offensive Pre-emption Information Superiority Human Intelligence 
(HUMINT)

Recruitment Focus Ideological Alignment Professional / Academic Legacy / Elite Networks

Operational Speed High (Rapid Deployment) Moderate (Bureaucratic) High (Precision Focus)

V. Operational Workflow: Executing a Covert Operation

The lifecycle of an intelligence operation, as outlined in the technical narratives of By Way of Deception, follows a 

strict procedural sequence. Deviation from these steps often results in "operational burn" or mission failure.

Step 1: Intelligence Requirement Definition

The process begins with a Targeting Directive. This is not a vague request but a specific technical requirement,

such as obtaining the blueprints for a nuclear centrifuge or identifying the location of a high-value target (HVT).

Step 2: Casing and Reconnaissance

A Katsa, often supported by Bodek agents, will conduct a physical and digital casing of the target. This involves the 

use of Passive Infrared (PIR) sensors for heat mapping, long-range acoustic devices, and the analysis of local 

SIGINT traffic to determine patterns of life.

Step 3: The Approach and Recruitment

If the mission requires a human source, the handler initiates the "cold approach." This is a carefully choreographed 

psychological maneuver. According to Ostrovsky, the goal is to make the target believe that cooperating with the 

Mossad is in their own best interest, often through the use of false-flag operations(pretending to be from a

different organization).

Step 4: Exfiltration and Debriefing

Once the intelligence is secured, the exfiltration phase begins. This involves the use of "brush passes" (quick 

physical transfers of data) or the transmission of encrypted data via burst transmitters. Burst transmitters

compress a large volume of data into a very short radio signal, making it difficult for local authorities to triangulate

the source.

VI. The 'Unmaking' of an Officer: Ethical and Systemic Failures

The second half of the book's title, "The Unmaking of a Mossad Officer," refers to Ostrovsky's disillusionment 

with the agency. From a technical writing perspective, this section serves as a case study in organizational 

entropy and the breakdown of ethical oversight.

Analysis of Systemic Vulnerabilities



Ostrovsky argues that the very deception the Mossad uses against its enemies began to be used internally. This

created several critical failure modes:

•  Confirmation Bias: Intelligence was filtered to fit the political agendas of the agency's leadership, leading to 

skewed risk assessments.

•  Compartmentalization Overload: When departments do not communicate, they may inadvertently work 

against one another or duplicate efforts, wasting scarce resources.

•  Moral Hazard: The absolute secrecy of operations led to a lack of accountability, resulting in unauthorized 

missions that risked national security for minor gains.

Case Study: The Trial of the Book

The publication of By Way of Deception was itself an intelligence event. In 1990, the Israeli government attempted 

to block the book's distribution in the United States and Canada through an injunction. The legal argument was

that the disclosure of the names and locations of Mossad safe houses and agents would cause "irreparable harm."

However, the New York State Supreme Court  eventually lifted the injunction, citing the First Amendment and the 

fact that much of the damage (in terms of secrecy) was already done once the manuscript reached the publisher. 

This case study highlights the technical challenge of information controlin the digital/modern age: once a

secret is decentralized, it becomes impossible to contain through traditional legal frameworks.

VII. Troubleshooting Operational Failures: A Security Perspective

For modern intelligence professionals, the book serves as a "lessons learned"manual. If we analyze the failures

described by Ostrovsky as technical bugs in a system, we can derive several troubleshooting solutions for

intelligence management.



Operational Failure Root Cause (Technical) Proposed Solution / Mitigation

Agent Burn Poor Legend Integrity / Physical Tailing Implementation of AI-driven counter-
surveillance analytics.

Leaked Safe House Pattern Recognition by Local Police Dynamic rotation of logistical hubs via 
the Sayanim network.

Internal Whistleblowing Psychological Alienation of Personnel Robust internal ombudsman and 
ethical review boards.

Data Interception Outdated Encryption Standards Migration to Quantum-Resistant 
Cryptography (QRC).

VIII. The Broader Implications for Global Security

While the veracity of every claim in By Way of Deception is still debated by experts—with some former Mossad 

officials labeling it a mix of truth and fabrication—its impact on the public's understanding of clandestine services

is undeniable. It demystified the "invincible" aura of the Mossad and exposed the mechanical, often bureaucratic,

nature of spying.

The technical legacy of the book lies in its description of the Sayanim and the Katsa training cycles. These 

concepts have been integrated into the lexicon of security studies and have influenced how other nations view the 

intersection of diaspora politics and national intelligence. The agency's use of deception is not merely a tactic 

but a comprehensive operational philosophythat prioritizes the psychological manipulation of the adversary's

perception over brute force.

Ultimately, the text serves as a reminder of the inherent tension between a democratic state's need for security and 

the clandestine methods used to achieve it. As technology continues to evolve, from cyber-espionage to AI-

generated deepfakes, the core principle of "By Way of Deception" remains more relevant than ever. The modern

intelligence officer must navigate a world where information is the primary currency, and the ability to control the

narrative is the ultimate weapon. Ostrovsky's account, whether viewed as a cautionary tale or a technical manual,

provides a foundational roadmap for understanding the shadow world of international espionage and the high price

paid by those who inhabit it.
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