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Introduction

STATE VIOLENCE AND THE DREAM  
OF THE PERFECT CAMERA

On  2 4  M a r c h  2 016 ,  a  Pa l e s t i n i a n  wa s  l e t h a l ly  sho t  b y  a n  I s -
raeli soldier in downtown Hebron, in the occupied Palestinian territories. The 
event was captured on camera.1 The footage was clear, f ilmed by a Palestinian 
neighbor from his adjacent roof, and the shot was audible.2 The soldier could be 
seen methodically cocking his weapon as he approached his Palestinian target, 
an assailant who was already lying immobilized on the ground, and f iring a single 
bullet at close range. The footage quickly went viral in Israel, played and replayed 
on the nightly news, dominating social media. The three-minute video would be 
committed to Israeli national memory.

Few Israelis knew the name of the slain Palestinian, Abdel Fattah al-Sharif. 
All knew Elor Azaria, the soldier. Azaria’s trial in Israeli military court captivated 
and polarized the Israeli public, a national media spectacle that many likened to 
the OJ Simpson case in scale and symbolic import.3 Military leadership supported 
the legal process in the name of their “ethical code.”4 In an unprecedented break 
with their military, most Jewish Israelis disagreed.5 Thousands demonstrated in 
solidarity with Azaria in Tel Aviv’s Rabin Square, demanding his exoneration in 
the name of “everyone’s child.”6 “If we don’t protect our soldiers,” their posters 
read, “who will protect us?” One prominent Israeli magazine named him “man of 
the year,” decorating its cover with his smiling portrait (Image 2).7 Azaria would 
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be convicted of manslaughter in Israeli military court in 2017—the f irst such 
conviction of an Israeli soldier in more than a decade—but released from prison 
after serving nine months of his sentence.8 He was greeted with a hero’s welcome.9 
Azaria’s celebrity status would grow in months and years hence, coveted for elec-
tion endorsements, welcomed in Tel Aviv nightclubs and West Bank settlements by 
cheering crowds.10 Within the voluminous Israeli national debate that the incident 
spawned, Israel’s status as an occupier was not open for popular discussion. On 
this, there was no real disagreement. 

The case was deemed a landmark for the ways it pitted the Jewish public 
against their military, the nation’s most sacred institution. It was also a mile-
stone in another sense. Although cameras were prolif ic in the West Bank in 2016, 

im age 2 . Makor Rishon magazine names Elor Azaria “man of 
the year.” The photo caption reads: “Sparked the stormiest ar-
gument in Israeli society this year.” 2016. Source: Makor Rishon 
magazine.
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footage of this sort remained a rarity—that is, footage of Israeli state violence 
that captured both the military perpetrator and Palestinian victim in the same 
frame: “Azaria was not the f irst, nor will he be the last, Israeli soldier during the 
violence of this past year to shoot a Palestinian attacker who no longer posed 
a threat,” wrote one Israeli left-wing commentator. “But he was the only one to 
f ind himself caught on f ilm so blatantly. . .”11 For Palestinian communities living 
under occupation, the case was yet another incident of military violence with legal 
impunity, for which there was considerable precedent. Azaria was the occupation’s 
rule, they argued, not its exception. Mainstream Israeli Jews, for their part, read 
it as a parable of the Jewish state, an illustration of their existential battle against 
enemies that sought their demise. Through the viral frames, all had told their own 
story of Israeli military rule.

Screen Shots is a social biography of state violence on camera, studied from 
the vantage of the Israeli military occupation of the Palestinian territories. My 
historical context is the f irst two decades of the twenty-f irst century, a period 
when consumer photographic technologies were proliferating globally, chiefly 
in the form of the cellphone camera, even as communities across the globe were 
growing increasingly accustomed to life under the watchful eye of cameras. 
At the core of this study are the various Israeli and Palestinian individuals 
and institutions who, living and working in the context of the Israeli military 
occupation, placed an increasing political value on cameras and networked 
visuals as political tools: Palestinian video-activists, Israeli military and police, 
Israeli and international human rights workers, Jewish settlers. All trained their 
lens on the scene of Israeli state violence—some to contest Israeli military rule, 
others to consolidate it. Screen Shots examines this broad f ield of photographic 
encounters with Israeli state violence in the occupied Palestinian territories, 
attentive to political interests they both displayed and disguised, to the political 
fantasies they both mirrored and mobilized. I am interested in what these 
encounters reveal about the Israeli and Palestinian colonial present in the 
digital age and what they suggest about possible futures.12

The communities and institutions studied in this book have very different his-
tories behind the lens. Palestinian and Israeli activists and human rights workers 
would be among the f irst to adopt cameras and networked visuality as political 
tools. Israeli military spokespersons would follow, as would (belatedly) Jewish 
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settler communities. Their political aims were radically divergent, as was their 
access to the technologies, infrastructures, and literacies of the digital age. And 
yet, across these radical divides, many shared a version of the same camera dream. 
Many hoped the photographic technologies of the digital age—with the scene of 
state violence now visible at the scale of the pixel, circulated in real time—could 
deliver on their respective political dreams. Some, particularly the Israeli state 
institutions among them, harbored a techno-deterministic fantasy that tech-
nological progress (smaller, cheaper, sharper, faster) and political progress were 
mutually enforcing. All hoped that these new cameras could bear truer witness 
and thus yield justice as they saw it.

Most would be let down. Israeli human rights workers would painfully learn 
this lesson: even the most abundant visual evidence of state violence typically 
failed to persuade the Israeli justice system or Israeli public, as the Azaria case 
would make spectacularly visible. Palestinian video-activists living under occu-
pation had additional frustrations, rooted in the everyday violence of military 
rule. Contending with poor internet connectivity and frequent electricity outages, 
byproducts of the occupation itself, they found that their footage often failed to 
reach the international or Israeli media for on-time distribution. Or they often 
faced punitive and violent responses from soldiers at checkpoints, sometimes 
taking aim at cameras and memory sticks. And even the military grew frustrated. 
Their footage from the battlef ield seemed to be perpetually inadequate and be-
lated, military analysts lamented, always lagging behind their digitally savvy 
foes. They dreamed of a more perfect public relations camera that would f inally 
redeem their global image. The fantasy was perpetual, the dream always deferred. 
Screen Shots lingers here, on this wide range of broken camera hopes and dreams, 
born of very different histories and conditions, distributed across the political 
landscape of Israeli military rule.

Much of this is not new. Photography has been interwoven with the political 
struggle over Palestine since the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the 
early decades of both Zionist settlement and commercial photographic technol-
ogies.13 Nor are the themes of this book unique to this geopolitical case. In the 
second decade of the twenty-f irst century, as mobile digital technologies prolifer-
ated, political hopes and dreams across the globe were famously attached to the os-
tensible promise of digital photography. The Arab revolts, the Occupy movement, 
the Syrian revolution, Black Lives Matter: each depended on the internet-enabled 
camera as a tool of citizen witnessing.14 Many of these social movements would 
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be represented in the media by photographs of crowds holding their cellphone 
cameras aloft. The image of digital camera phones held skyward would consoli-
date as a justice icon, a highly recognizable symbol of popular protest (Image 3).

When these social movements confronted their respective limits—as when 
livestreams from Syria failed to stem the bloody state crackdown, or when by-
stander footage of US police shootings failed to produce convictions—digital 
dreams also faltered. The global rise and spread of surveillance states in these 
decades, alongside governance-by-data, would further erode the investments of 
a prior generation of activists and scholars in paradigms of “liberation technol-
ogy” and “digital democracy.”15 The global Black Lives Matter protests against 
police violence that erupted in the summer of 2020—ongoing as this book went 
to press—would reignite popular investments in the radical potential of the by-
stander camera as a tool of social change.

At the core of this book, as the opening vignette suggests, is the entanglement 
of consumer photographic technologies and Israeli state violence. By the end 
of the period chronicled here, this entanglement had become ordinary, both in 
Palestine and globally. It bears remembering that it wasn’t always thus. As recently 
as two decades ago, the presence of the bystander camera at the site of state vio-
lence registered as anomalous and shocking: the Rodney King beating in 1991; the 

im age 3. Tribute to the citizen journalists of Iran’s Green Revolution. 2009. Source: Monte 
Wolverton.
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torture at Abu Ghraib prison in 2004; the killing of Neda Agha-Soltan by Iranian 
paramilitary forces in 2009. In each case, the camera’s presence on the scene was 
part of the ensuing public shock. Media commentators on the King beating by 
the Los Angeles police stressed the disquieting coupling of police brutality and 
“home video” technologies ripped from private contexts.16 In the aftermath of the 
Abu Ghraib revelations, much would be written about the ways that ordinary 
“point and shoot” cameras were now proliferating in the hands of the US military, 
changing the terms of soldiering.17 Then, these bystander cameras were thought 
to be jarring: technologies out of place. Much would change in the two decades 
hence. By 2016, the time of the Azaria shooting with which this book begins, 
YouTube was functioning as a dense visual repository of Israeli state violence, 
shot from multiple perspectives and angles, largely by Palestinian activists and 
bystanders. The eyewitness camera had become an anticipated feature of the 
landscape of state violence.

Camera technologies have long been tethered to social and political dreams 
of various kinds—particularly, the historically recurrent fantasy that new photo-
graphic innovations will succeed where older ones failed: that is, the dream that 
they will effectively mediate less, f inally ensuring transparency. These hopes 
and dreams resound with particular frequency and urgency in contexts of war 
or violent conflict when social demands on witnessing are heightened. Equally 
recurrent is the lament that follows when these dreams fall short, when these new 
media fail to stem violence or deliver justice. Taking the Israeli occupation as its 
case study, Screen Shots chronicles the range of political investments that were 
animated by the new photographic technologies and networked platforms of the 
early digital age and the conditions under which they faltered. This is a story of 
camera dreams, and camera dreams undone.

BEHIND THE LENS

Screen Shots begins at the turn of the twenty-f irst century (2000), amidst both 
the second Palestinian uprising or intifada (2000–2005) and the early years of 
consumer digital photography. It concludes amid both smartphone and social 
media proliferation in Palestine and Israel and a military occupation continuing 
to expand and normalize (2016). When I began this research in 2010, all of the 
communities and institutions chronicled in this book—from Palestinian activ-
ists to Israeli military spokespersons (Dovrei Tzahal), were still developing their 
image-making strategies, still experimenting with the potential of viral images 
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as political tools. Five years later, digital image production and circulation had 
become the sine qua non of all Palestinian and Israeli political claims. All aimed 
their cameras at the scene of state violence.

The communities and institutions studied in this book have highly varied 
histories behind the lens of cameras. Israeli and Palestinian anti-occupation activ-
ists, working together and separately, were among the f irst to employ cameras as 
political instruments, beginning substantively during the early years of the second 
Palestinian uprising as part of the wave of transnational Palestine solidarity ac-
tivism that the uprising had catalyzed.18⁠ The joint Israeli–Palestinian photography 
collective Activestills (founded in 2005) emerged within this political context, 
showcasing images of Israeli military repression and its Palestinian victims that 
had been largely occluded from mainstream Israeli media spheres (and this book 
includes many of their photographs).19 Israeli camera-activists worked on the 
margins of the national political consensus and often under threat of military 
and settler violence. As years progressed, such activism would be increasingly 
targeted and constrained by the Israeli state, often violently so.

Video activism and photojournalism were far more encumbered for Palestin-
ians living under occupation. The Israeli military crackdown on Palestinian pho-
tographers and journalists was particularly f ierce during the second Palestinian 
uprising, but such assaults and restrictions would continue in its wake.20 Military 
beatings and detentions of Palestinian camera operators remained frequent, as did 
seizures of equipment and targeting of cameras, particularly those in the hands 
of Palestinian activists, as immortalized in a celebrated f ilm from this period (5 
Broken Cameras).21 As late as 2010, despite a boom in mobile telephony in the West 
Bank and Gaza during the preceding decade, many Palestinian families in the 
West Bank lacked access to photographic technologies or reliable internet connec-
tivity—the latter a byproduct, in large measure, of the myriad forms of control that 
Israel exercised over the Palestinian telecommunications sector, constituting what 
Helga Tawil Souri has called a “digital occupation.”22 The growth of Palestinian 
camera activism was nonetheless rapid in years that followed, animated by what 
Rema Hammami has called a “politics of hope” about the political affordances 
of networked visibility.23 By 2012, the West Bank’s centers of nonviolent popular 
struggle—for example, Bil’in and Nabi Saleh—had become crowded theaters of 
competing cameras. Palestinian video-activists were at their helm.24

Israeli human rights organizations working in the occupied territories were 
also at the forefront of camera adoption.25 Such efforts were led by the NGO 
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B’Tselem—the Israeli Information Center for Human Rights in the Occupied 
Territories—an organization that will f igure centrally in the chapters that follow. 
In 2007, before cameras were widely available within the West Bank, B’Tselem 
launched a camera project that delivered hundreds of hand-held camcorders 
to Palestinian families living in areas of the occupied territories with elevated 
state and settler violence. In these years, the integration of digital videographic 
technologies and human rights institutional practices was still in its nascency for 
human rights organizations working in the occupied territories and across the 
globe. Videographic protocols were still being developed, including standards for 
authentication and models for protecting visual privacy.26 Video and digital foren-
sics would be gradually integrated into evidence assessment and argumentation, 
as would discussions of its legal and ethical dimensions (“To function as legal 
evidence,” human rights workers would increasingly ask, “what does the video 
need?”). The very notion of a human rights violation was changing, increasingly 
routed through videographic logics of evidence, rights, and humanity itself.

Israeli soldiers have long carried their personal cameras into service, as have 
soldiers across the globe, often in violation of off icial regulations. In the late 1990s, 
they were shooting with analogue cameras and rudimentary cellphone cameras. 
By the turn of the twenty-f irst century, pocket-size digital cameras had become a 
common part of the Israeli military toolkit, carried in vest pockets and employed 
both for pleasure and ad hoc “operational needs.” In Israel, as elsewhere, off icial 
policy lagged far behind everyday soldier practice. It would take years for the 
military to codify rules of engagement where these personal technologies were 
concerned, and even then, they were selectively enforced.

Off icial Israeli military photography would also develop markedly in these 
decades, as the military became “mediatized” in new ways and degrees.27 In the 
early twenty-f irst century, beginning amidst the second intifada, the military 
would expand its program for combat photographers, aware of the need to respond 
to its camera-savvy enemies in kind. In the same years, the division of the Israeli 
military tasked with media and public relations, would enhance their social media 
presence—struggling, in the early years, with the institutional changes required 
(“it’s just not what armies do,” I would be perpetually told). Military spokespersons 
noted that “the gap between the documentation abilities of the enemy and those of 
the IDF” had been evident since the f irst Palestinian uprising (1987 to 1991–93). But 
it was widening exponentially in the digital age—and, they argued, dangerously 
so.28 In the military’s estimation, the perceived threat to Israel’s global standing 
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was considerable. They longed for “victory images” (tamunot nitzahon) from the 
battlef ield with the power to cement a military triumph and combat the “bad 
images” of their foes.

Jewish settlers and right-wing Israeli nationalists came to camera politics 
somewhat belatedly, as I have noted. As years progressed, settler raids on neigh-
boring Palestinian villages would increasingly include cameras as tools of terror 
and documentation, and the resultant footage would be shared on right-wing 
Israeli media outlets. Israeli populists and their international supporters were 
increasingly mobilizing online against the digital “incitement” of their Palestin-
ian foes: namely, eyewitness photographs and videos of Israeli state violence.29 
They would gradually embrace the charge of “fake news”—well in advance of its 
uptake in the US political context—in order to repudiate Palestinian videographic 
claims.30 These accusations performed a disappearing act: removing Palestinian 
victims and Israeli perpetrators from the visual f ield of Israeli military rule.31 Or 
this, anyway, was their fantasy.

Israel’s surveillance infrastructure—its history dating to the early years of Zi-
onist settlement in the nineteenth century—would expand considerably in these 
decades, enabled by new high-tech mechanisms.32 Now, the Palestinian occupied 
territories were being controlled by a growing network of electronic sensors, ob-
servation towers and CCTV cameras, reconnaissance planes and drones—techno-
logical advances lauded by the state in the language of “frictionless” control (see 
Image 4).33 By the second decade of the twenty-f irst century, Israel’s surveillance 
infrastructure was increasingly reliant on biometric systems and remote-sensing 
technologies.34 The Israeli security industry was booming, following Israel’s suc-
cessful rebranding as a “homeland security capital” in the aftermath of 9/11. What 
followed was a sizable growth in demand for Israel’s “homegrown technological 
skills,” fed by military technologies and expertise.35 As a hub for surveillance 
technologies, and a global leader in the drone market, Israel was exporting these 
capabilities to governments around the world.36 Some of these militarized tech-
nologies enjoyed a second life on global consumer markets.37

Radical inequities crosscut these technological f ields at every juncture, 
structured and sustained by Israel. As Palestinians suffered under the numerous 
constraints of the “digital occupation,” Israelis enjoyed some of the highest rates 
of internet penetration and technological literacy globally, leading the world in 
smartphone usage and “social network addiction.”38 The Israeli high-tech sec-
tor was booming, fed by technology and expertise from the Israeli military, and 
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proudly celebrated by the Israeli state in the branded language of “Innovation 
Nation” or “Start-Up Nation” (borrowed from the title of a best-selling book).39 
On the social media accounts of the Israeli state, this branded language—always 
delivered in English, intended for export—was deployed to draw global eyes away 
from the military occupation (see Image 5). The formula was simple and recurrent: 
you say occupation, we say innovation.

POLITICAL FRAMES

Screen Shots is also an anthropological chronicle of the changing Israeli po-
litical landscape at the turn of the twenty-first century. Right-wing nation-
alism was on the rise, having progressively migrated from the margins to the 
mainstream.40 If the 1990s had been characterized by widespread Jewish Is-
raeli investment in the possibility of a negotiated settlement with “the Pales-
tinians,” however inequitable and illusive, the two decades after the demise 
of the Oslo Process witnessed a substantial political realignment.41 Popular 
interest in a political solution to “the situation” (hamatzav)—the euphe-
mism of choice—would all but vanish.42 Indeed, the very word “occupation” 

im age 4 . Israeli military watchtower covered with surveillance cameras. Road 60, West 
Bank. 30 January 2006. Courtesy: Keren Manor/Activestills.
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was now missing from national election campaigns, while each successive 
Israeli government would be described as “the most right-wing in Israeli his-
tory.”43 All the while, the Israeli military regime in the occupied Palestinian 
territories grew more entrenched and normalized, despite the legal fiction of 
its temporariness.44 The settlement infrastructure and population expand-
ed markedly during these years even as the settler political agenda gained 
ground in the Israeli parliament.45 The Jewish public granted their military a 
mandate to crack down on the Palestinian territories with relative impunity 
when national security was deemed at issue, as during three bloody mili-
tary incursions into the Gaza Strip during this period (2008–2009, 2012, and 
2014).46 Mainstream Jewish attitudes toward Israel’s Palestinian citizens also 
moved rightward. A majority backed anti-Arab platforms and candidates, 
paving the way for the “Jewish nation-state” law in 2018. With its passage 

im age 5 . Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. 2014. Source: Twitter.com/IsraeliPM.

http://Twitter.com/IsraeliPM
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in the Israeli parliament, Palestinians’ second-class citizenship was legally 
enshrined.47

Israeli anti-occupation activists continued their political and legal struggles, but 
under mounting constraints. State crackdowns on free speech, the judicial system, and 
human rights organizations would intensify.48 Israeli Jews critical of the occupation 
found themselves increasingly ostracized, painted as traitors and spies, with many 
afraid to declare their left-wing allegiances in public.49 Palestinian citizens of Israel 
would intensify their legal and political struggles for equality, while the Israeli right 
employed all possible means to stop them. The language of a human rights claim, 
made on behalf of a Palestinian living under occupation, was now perceived as a 
form of injurious speech.50 In this formulation, the Jewish state was the injured party.

These political trends also took shape in visual terms and ways of seeing. In 
the same years, images of military occupation were gradually “disappear[ing] 
from Israeli news,” as were Palestinian eyewitness testimonials about Israeli state 
violence.51 When present in mainstream outlets, such testimonials tended to be 
enabled by Israeli lawyers and human rights organizations. On their own, Pales-
tinians were simply not deemed credible witnesses.52 The built environment of the 
military occupation, chiefly the separation barrier, fostered other invisibilities. 
From the Israeli side, at some points along the barrier’s path, the view of the occu-
pied Palestinian cities and towns on the other side was simply obscured, blocked 
by concrete. At other points, the barrier was painted with a pastoral mural from 
which all human traces had been removed.53 Taken together, these erasures were 
part of something larger: an implicit agreement within mainstream Israeli society, 
fostered by the state, to keep the military occupation out of sight.54 Good Israeli 
citizenship, it seemed, depended on it. Of course, not all Jewish Israelis would 
comply. Anti-occupation activists engaged in the diff icult labor of redirecting 
the national gaze, as did Israeli human rights workers and institutions. But they 
did so in the face of increasingly diff icult political odds.

The Azaria case with which this book began (2016) marked a decisive break in 
national ways of seeing.55 In the decade prior, state violence against Palestinians, 
when caught on camera, had been largely consigned to public invisibility. But in 
this incident, both the act of killing and the killer were rendered spectacularly 
visible. Indeed, the military perpetrator was celebrated as a national hero: “Azaria, 
king of Israel!”—as crowds would chant in Tel Aviv.56 The Palestinian eyewitness 
camera, long deemed an enemy agent, became an unwitting abettor in the pro-
duction of a national icon.
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SCHOLARLY ITINERARIES

Scholars have long meditated on the status of cameras at the site of violence, 
querying “how photography has kept company with death,” in Susan Sontag’s 
famous rendering.57 Several generations of scholarship would follow Sontag’s 
lead, studying (among other things) the ethics of photographic witnessing, the 
terms of humanitarian spectatorship, and the ways that digital technologies 
have recalibrated the photographic encounter.58 Questions of visuality have in-
creasingly occupied scholars in anti-colonial Palestine and Israel studies, fueled 
by the foundational work of Ariella Azoulay, Gil Hochberg, and Eyal Weizman.59 
While my work draws on these broad scholarly f ields, it also parts ways from 
their predominant methodologies and analytic concerns—in particular, their 
emphasis on representational politics. Screen Shots, by contrast, focuses chiefly 
on image operations and visual practices, building on a recent wave of anthro-
pological scholarship on the social lives of photography.60 Turning away from 
what comes after images (representational politics), this book considers what 
precedes their entry into social worlds: namely, the various forms of labor, politi-
cal and aesthetic assessments, negotiations and contestations, that make images 
and visual circuits possible. This methodological shift also makes other research 
questions possible, opening space to consider photographs and circulations that 
did not happen, whose realization was frustrated at the site of either production 
or distribution.61 Or, in a future tense, photographs that will never happen (pred-
icated, as they are, on political and technological fantasies). These impossible 
images and fantasy cameras are also part of my story.

Periods of media emergence are rich analytic opportunities for scholars, as 
media historians teach us. These are social moments “before the material means 
and the conceptual modes of new media have become f ixed, when such media 
are not yet accepted as natural, when their own meanings are in f lux.”62 They are 
times before technologies have acquired social f ixity or a sense of ordinariness, 
before everyday uses and functions have been agreed upon, when they are still 
subject to debate and negotiation about their functions and meanings. The sense 
of uncertainty is considerable, and an attendant sense of crisis is frequent, resolved 
only after uses and conventions have stabilized. Some media emergences result 
in normalization, as new technologies and associated practices are enfolded into 
everyday lives and institutional routines. Others never acquire a lasting hold and 
effectively fail as social forms. These failures, media historians note, are often 
erased from the historical record in the service of a progressivist notion of media 
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“supercession”—that is, the conviction that each new medium necessarily super-
sedes that which came before. What is often lost, in the process, is a sense of the 
highly uncertain, faltering, and risky ways that new media enter social worlds.

Screen Shots, by contrast, focuses precisely here: on failures and crises, debates 
and negotiations, that attended the popularization of digital photography as a 
body of political tools.63 The associated labor was considerable, and the process 
gradual. Institutional policies and protocols had to be redrawn, legal processes 
reconfigured and recalibrated, infrastructures updated. New modes of expertise 
would emerge, bef itting these new tools. Ways of seeing were in f lux. The techno-
logical innovations of this period literally altered the view of Israel’s occupation, a 
political f ield that was now visible to the public from the eye of the drone and with 
the precision of the pixel. These shifts produced changes in everyday practices of 
witnessing and documenting, assessing and verifying, denying and repudiating. 
As these photographic tools progressively took hold, the sense of social crisis was 
abundant. I am particularly interested in the range of breakdowns and glitches, 
lags and lapses that attended the early uptake of these technologies within the 
context of the military occupation. At a range of scales and forms, failure crosscut 
the f ield of military occupation and its numerous cameras, distributed across 
political lines.

Screen Shots begins at the turn of the twenty-f irst century (2000), the relatively 
early years of consumer digital photography, and concludes in the era of smart-
phone and social media proliferation in Palestine and Israel (and globally). The 
following chapters study Israeli and Palestinian camera politics at varying scales 
and in varying forms, while threading through some central events in the history 
of the Israeli military occupation—including the second Palestinian uprising 
and Israeli military crackdown on the West Bank (2000–2005), the f irst and third 
Israeli wars on the Gaza Strip of this period (2008–2009 and 2014), the Israeli attack 
on the Mavi Marmara (2010). Woven through these historical retellings are close 
studies—indeed, portraits—of the wide range of Israeli and Palestinian individ-
uals and institutions employing cameras as political tools. This book frequently 
engages in a recursive practice, often returning to the same historical episode as 
refracted through a different camera lens. Such recursive analysis is necessary: a 
single episode of state violence, captured on f ilm, told numerous stories.

Jewish Israeli actors and institutions form the core of this study, with a par-
ticular emphasis on Israeli soldiers and military units, and the right-wing Israeli 
publics that supported them, employing cameras to consolidate Israeli military 
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rule and exonerate military perpetrators. In the process, this book continues 
the work that I began in Digital Militarism (co-authored with Adi Kuntsman): 
namely, to consider the ways that media technologies of the digital age have been 
conscripted into the everyday work of military occupation. In Screen Shots, em-
ploying a methodology of anthropological portraiture, I hew closely to the details 
of military voice and terminology (e.g., “victory image,” or “Judea and Samaria” 
rather than “occupied territories”—the latter justifying occupation through a 
discourse of biblical inheritance). While such methodological choices might be 
thought to sit uneasily within a scholarly project that is framed as anti-colonial, 
I propose that attention to such modes of self-presentation is particularly crucial 
in a study of the military’s representational ambitions, its drive to perfect the 
picture of Israel.

Cameras interest me as social forms because they often function as proxies, 
surrogates for the political dreams and anxieties of their users. In the process, 
they enable a reckoning with Palestine’s colonial history. As postcolonial scholars 
have taught us, colonial history is closely tethered to technologies. Its textual 
archive is littered with scenes of wondrous “f irst contact” between colonized 
populations and technologies of various kinds, from phonographs to trains, with 
scenes of natives awestruck by their modernizing capacity.64 Such encounters had 
a powerful pedagogical function, working to hail and retrain colonial subjects by 
rescuing them from the imagined time of pre-modernity.65 So, too, in Palestine, 
where the ambitions of the Israeli settler–colonial project have long been reliant 
on technological discourses and developments, beginning in the early decades of 
Zionism, evident both in the nineteenth-century dream of an electrif ied Palestine 
and the twenty-f irst-century state dream of total surveillance. In Palestine, now 
and historically, the grandeur of technological innovation, or the promise thereof, 
has been employed to authorize the Israeli colonial project and obfuscate its con-
stitutive violence. Cameras, I will argue, have been a crucial part of that project.

Thus, while Screen Shots chronicles the social life of photography in the context 
of the military occupation, it also studies photography’s function as a political 
placeholder. In the pages that follow, camera dreams and breakdowns, at scales 
both large and small, are never only thus. I’m interested in the ways that military 
laments about belated images from the battlef ield articulated a range of anxieties 
about Israel’s global standing; how settler accusations about fraudulent Palestinian 
footage replayed a long history of colonial claims about indigenous fraudulence; 
how the verif ication practices of Israeli human rights workers, as they screened 
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Palestinian eyewitness footage, became a platform to negotiate what the Israeli 
political future should look like. The digital dream of the more perfect camera was 
a highly flexible surrogate: both the grounds for settler fantasies about Palestinian 
depopulation and activist hopes for a liberated Palestine. In turn, glitches and 
lapses in the realm of image operations, in the hands of all the Israeli and Pales-
tinian constituencies and institutions studied here, were occasions to negotiate a 
range of concurrent political failures and anxieties. I am interested in what camera 
dreams and breakdowns make visible about the Israeli and Palestinian colonial 
present—and what they reveal about possible political futures.
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Chapter 1

SNIPER PORTRAITURE

Personal Technologies in Military Theaters

B e f or e  t h e  a r m y,  No a m  wa s  a  s e l f -de s c r i b e d  p ho t o gr a p h y 
enthusiast with a particular interest in urban landscapes.1 During his army ser-
vice, these interests would be channeled in new directions. “You know, every 
platoon has that guy that likes photography and goes everywhere with a camera. 
I always had it in my military vest—everywhere we went, whether a patrol in He-
bron or training in the Golan.” He was stationed in the West Bank from 2007–2009 
on the heels of the second Palestinian uprising, serving in the Nahal Brigade. He 
spent considerable time in the occupied city of Hebron where, when the uprising 
was at its height, the military crackdown on the popular protest movement had 
been particularly f ierce. He was not an off icial military photographer. Somebody 
else in his unit held that job. Nonetheless, his rudimentary digital camera—“a 
simple Fujif ilm”—was always active, unregulated by his military superiors. He 
photographed voraciously, from snapshots of daily life in the security services to 
images of his unit commandeering a private Palestinian home as a temporary 
outpost. He only put down his camera during arrests or full-scale operations. 
On a few occasions, when the military’s off icial cameramen were unavailable, 
Noam’s superiors ordered him to use his personal camera for intelligence purposes, 
as they would describe it, instructing him to photograph Palestinian children 
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during his unit’s raid of a private home. Noam complied, putting his Fujif ilm to 
work for the state.

Civilian cameras have a long history in military theaters, carried by soldiers 
onto battlef ields and into military operations since the early decades of camera 
technologies in the nineteenth century.2 But this phenomenon would change 
dramatically in scale and kind in the digital age, a shift famously chronicled 
by Susan Sontag in the wake of the Abu Ghraib revelations (2004) at a moment 
when photographic technologies, both newly affordable compacts and cellphone 
cameras, were beginning to f lood military theaters.3 Sontag wrote:

A digital camera is a common possession among soldiers. Where once 
photographing war was the province of photojournalists, now the soldiers 
themselves are all photographers—recording their war, their fun, their ob-
servations of what they f ind picturesque, their atrocities—and swapping 
images among themselves and e-mailing them around the globe.4

Sontag noted a shift in the culture of soldiering that was, at the time of her writ-
ing in 2004, still coming into focus for onlookers outside the armed forces. As 
she observed, most of the infamous images of torture and abuse recorded by US 
soldiers at Abu Ghraib were taken with the compact digital cameras—so-called 
point and shoot cameras—that were becoming ubiquitous in the armed forces. 

At a time well before the dawn of social media or smartphones, these infamous 
photographs and videos were f irst saved as JPEGs to hard drives or memory cards 
before they were uploaded and circulated by email.5 Perhaps ironically, the very 
technological constraints of this moment enabled these digital images to bypass 
standard regulating bodies, “escap[ing] the control of both the Pentagon and 
the professional picture-making establishment.”6 Donald Rumsfeld, then the US 
defense secretary, would lament that soldiers were “running around with digital 
cameras and taking these unbelievable photographs and then passing them off, 
against the law, to the media, to our surprise.”7 It was only after Abu Ghraib’s viral 
exposure that the Pentagon began to regulate the presence of personal photo-
graphic technologies, newly aware of their potential for public relations harm.8 
Rumsfeld’s “surprise” is a crucial part of this story. For state off icials across the 
globe at this moment in the early twenty-f irst century, the scale and signif icance 
of these proliferating consumer cameras in soldiers’ hands caught them largely 
unaware.
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A similar set of trends unfolded within the Israeli military context in this pe-
riod, also catching the state unaware. At the turn of the twenty-f irst century, many 
of the Israeli soldiers patrolling the West Bank—including those charged with 
suppressing the second Palestinian uprising or intifada (2000–2005)—brought 
personal cameras with them.9 They also carried them into Lebanon during the 
2006 Israeli war, chiefly in the form of cellphone cameras, “tuck[ing them] into 
their cargo pockets . . . to call home or keep in touch with friends.”10 As in the US 
context, these trends were enabled by lax military regulations.

This chapter studies the migration of personal cameras and cellular technol-
ogies into Israel military theaters at the turn of the twenty-f irst century—and, 
in turn, the various forms of militarization to which these technologies were 
subject. I focus on the key Israeli military operations of this period in which these 
technologies were present in large numbers: the second Palestinian intifada and 
military crackdown on the West Bank; the 2006 war on Lebanon; the 2008–2009 
assault on the Gaza Strip. The phenomenon of the amateur Israeli soldier-pho-
tographer was not new.11 But in prior wars and military operations, they had been 
relatively peripheral actors. Now, with portable digital cameras becoming more 
affordable, they were becoming more prevalent, even commonplace f igures in 
military theaters. At the core of this chapter are two former Israeli soldiers who 
served in the West Bank in the waning years of the second Palestinian uprising and 
brutal military crackdown. One photographed purely for personal ends, shooting 
images of daily life in the armed forces, while the other also served as his unit’s 
off icial camera operator, tasked with using the wide range of military-issued 
optical technologies that were deemed necessary for surveillance and information 
gathering. Both would become founding members of the Israeli anti-occupation 
NGO Breaking the Silence, founded by former Israeli combatants who were radi-
calized by the brutality of military service.12 The organization’s inaugural project 
grew out of this camera history: an exhibition of soldier photography from the 
second uprising, intended to “expose the Israeli public to the reality of everyday 
life in the Occupied Territories.”13 The personal cameras of soldiers were highly 
f lexible political technologies, at once instruments of repressive occupation and 
tools of radicalization.

Themes of photographic failure and photographic learning inflect this chapter 
throughout, including the considerable labor required by both soldiers and mil-
itary off icials to manage this changing media landscape and incorporate these 
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private technologies into operational protocols. Military off icials found them-
selves caught between civilian demands for policy leniency regarding the personal 
technologies of soldiers—stemming from the public desire to stay in touch with 
deployed relatives—and state demands for strict information security. After a 
spectacular Israeli loss during the Lebanon war (2006), blamed on insuff icient 
military regulation of wartime media, Israeli analysts would chide the military for 
failing to understand the terms of the new digital media ecosystem. The contrast 
was stark during the 2008–2009 Israeli war on Gaza—at least, where military 
policy governing the personal technologies of Palestinians was concerned. In this 
policy arena, there was no trace of laxity.

The militarization of personal digital technologies at the turn of the twen-
ty-f irst century occurred against the backdrop of the inverse: namely, the migra-
tion of violent technologies into consumer markets in new commodity forms, as 
advances in military technologies continued to feed the growing Israeli high-tech 
sector.14 For the military, techno-fluidity was a distinct operational advantage. 
Soldiers on duty in the occupied Palestinian territories could, when need or whim 
demanded, employ an expansive toolkit, drawing on consumer cameras and hab-
its. But such fluidity was also a state liability. The private cameras and cellphones 
of soldiers moved in and out of operational contexts in ways that military off icials 
could not fully control. This chapter is a chronicle of these uneven processes.

MILITARY PHOTOGRAPHY: AN ABBREVIATED HISTORY

The interplay between cameras and militarism, and between photography and 
colonialism, has a considerable history in this geopolitical context. Its roots can 
be traced to late nineteenth-century Palestine, the early decades of both Zion-
ist settlement and commercial photographic technologies, when cameras were 
employed as colonial instruments by Victorian travelers, documentarians, and 
ethnologists.15 This interplay would take new forms in Palestine during the early 
twentieth century: in the tourist practices of Europeans visiting the Holy Land, 
armed with their Kodak snapshot cameras;16 in the surveillance practices of the 
British imperial authorities (1920–1948);17 in photography and cinema produced 
within Palestine’s growing Jewish settler population, employed to cement the Zi-
onist project.18 In the ensuing photographic archives, Palestinians were typical-
ly expunged from the visual f ield or enframed by Orientalist tropes, providing 
the symbolic complement to the material labor of Palestinian dispossession.19 
Photography was also f lourishing within Palestinian urban communities in the 
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early twentieth century, and their intimate images of thriving community life 
generated a potent visual counterweight to Zionist visuality.20

Jewish military photography in Palestine emerged during the f irst decades of 
the twentieth century in the work of Zionist intelligence organizations, as Rona 
Sela has chronicled. This work began rather improvisationally in the 1920s, with 
the integration of ordinary commercial cameras into the intelligence operations 
of the Haganah, the forerunner of the Israeli Defense Forces.21 By the 1940s, such 
work had been expanded to include a range of photographic techniques employed 
“to collect information about the Palestinian community,” including “aerial pho-
tographs . . . and a photographer disguised as a Palestinian.”22 Subterfuge was 
essential. The Haganah’s elite f light squadron undertook their aerial surveillance 
operations under the guise of a f lying club to prevent Palestinian suspicion, while 
their scouting clubs were equipped with covert cameras and instructed to pho-
tograph Palestine’s villages for intelligence purposes.23 Scout manuals from this 
period offered tips on avoiding detection: “If you are unable to hide the act of 
photography, ‘cover’ it by taking pictures of your friends or the local people. In 
the former case, ensure that your friends do not appear [in focus] in the photo, 
not even from the back. . . . If, nevertheless, people do appear in the picture (as a 
result of carelessness), blur them on the negative.”24 Here, the tourist snapshot is 
explicitly redeployed as a military alibi (see Image 6).25 

Zionist military photography would undergo a crucial period of institutional-
ization during the 1948 war for Palestine.26 In August of 1948, two months following 
the establishment of the Jewish state, the nascent Israeli military formed its f irst 
off icial photography unit, sending photographers to accompany soldiers on the 
“battlefront”—joining photographers dispatched by the Israeli military journal 
BaMahane (In Base Camp).27 The unit’s mandate was broad, as one learns from 
their internal archives: at once “to prepare for military actions (such as training 
videos for patrolmen)” and to “document . . . special events characterizing life and 
missions within the IDF frame.”28 The head of military operations, Yigael Yadin, 
called upon all military personnel in the theater of operations to provide maximal 
assistance to military photographers: “Commanders of combat units, directors of 
different services, etc., are required to allow photographers and scriptwriters . . . 
every possible relief to facilitate their tasks, direct them to relevant military 
objects and order them to attend as many live military events as possible.”29 Bat-
tlef ield victory, in other words, depended on successful wartime images, with a 
premium placed on live capture by embedded military photographers (a directive 
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that anticipated the demands of the digital age). The timing of the unit’s founding 
was telling, deemed so vital as to have been operationalized in the very midst of 
wartime efforts to secure Zionist territorial sovereignty.

The military’s f ilm unit remained active in the decades following the 1948 
victory, entrusted with serving the Zionist national narrative.30 During the 1982 
invasion of Lebanon, this unit produced its most celebrated work, Two Fingers 
from Sidon (1985), a feature f ilm that functioned, in Ella Shohat’s words, as “a kind 
of promotional brochure for off icial Israeli policies and perspectives,” advancing 
an exculpatory narrative about a military beset by moral quandaries.31 The unit’s 
work was deemed particularly urgent during the f irst Palestinian uprising (1988 
to 1991–1993), particularly given the growing presence of foreign media in the 
occupied Palestinian territories. Their job was clear: to combat the “bad images” 
of Israel that were playing on TV sets across the globe, including scenes of heavily 
armed Israeli battalions facing Palestinian children. One military cameraman, 
Yariv Horowitz, faced punitive consequences when his probing interviews with 
military personnel yielded frank testimonials about their brutal attempts to quell 
Palestinian protests.32 Horowitz would undergo an interrogation by military gen-
erals, his videotapes confiscated.33

im age 6. Haganah Field Squad (Cheylot Hasadeh) on patrol in the Palestinian village of Ku-
fur Salemeh. Approximate date: 1946–April 1948. Source: Haganah Historical Archives.
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Throughout this history, off icial military cameras were accompanied by unof-
f icial ones. Indeed, the f igure of the amateur soldier-photographer pervades the 
popular writings on all of Israel’s major wars and military operations. They appear 
in Israeli reporting on the 1967 war, with images of soldiers “wander[ing] around 
with a gun in one hand and a camera in the other,” surveying newly occupied East 
Jerusalem, and in the 1967 victory albums shot by famed Israeli photojournalist 
David Rubinger, with images of soldiers celebrating the Israeli conquest in the 
manner of the tourist (see Image 7).34 

Similar images litter the textual archive of Israel’s 1973 war with Egypt and 
Syria. “When we ran to the tanks, I had a camera hanging around my neck,” says a 
former soldier who photographed the 1973 war with a compact half-frame camera. 
This was something of a wartime anomaly “because not many people had cameras 
at all back then.”35 A decade later, during the Israeli 1982 invasion of Lebanon, the 
Israeli media grew fascinated by the Israeli soldiers navigating occupied Beirut 
with their personal cameras and tourist sensibilities.36 Across these histories of 
warfare and occupation, the recoding of the Israeli soldier as a photographer was 
a convenient proxy-narrative that recast militarism as leisure. This f igure was a 
vehicle of disavowal, and therein lay the roots of its recurrence.

im age 7. Israeli soldier with Israeli tourists in the newly occupied Gaza Strip, posing with a 
captured Egyptian tank. 1 July 1967. Source: David Rubinger/Getty Images.
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By the turn of the twenty-f irst century, with the outbreak of the second Pales-
tinian intifada (2000 to 2005–2008), the balance of military cameras would shift in 
accordance with changes in the global media ecosystem. Now, personal military 
cameras were more numerous than off icial ones. When the military deployed 
troops into the West Bank in massive numbers and force to stem the popular 
Palestinian protests (code named Operation Defensive Shield)—including inva-
sions of Palestinian towns and refugee camps, shelling of civilian and government 
infrastructures, widespread imposition of curfew and closure—many soldiers had 
cameras in their vest pockets.37 Once anomalous and even shocking, these civilian 
technologies had become an anticipated feature of military life. “You always had 
one or two people in the company who click every second,” I was told by former 
combat soldier and Breaking the Silence founder Yehuda Shaul about his second 
intifada military service in the occupied West Bank. “They were just shooting their 
life.” The state could regulate their off icial military photographers, but it had less 
control over their unoff icial ones. And therein lay their threat.

SOLDIERS AT THE WINDOW

Noam grew up in West Jerusalem in a house on Bethlehem Road, the main his-
toric route between Jerusalem and the Palestinian city of Bethlehem. In the 
1990s, before the construction of the separation barrier, he could have driven 
into the West Bank in under twenty minutes, undeterred by legal or territorial 
constraints.38 But these territorial proximities proved illusive, overwritten by 
ideological constraints. He would f irst travel into the occupied territories, and 
encounter Palestinians living under occupation, while serving as an infantry 
soldier in the waning years of the second Palestinian uprising (2006–2008). He 
carried his camera with him, as had other members of his family while in uni-
form. “My grandfather was a photographer, and my father is a journalist, so at 
my house we always had cameras, and we took a lot of photos.” So, too, on duty.

Sitting together at a West Jerusalem café during our f irst meeting in 2013, we 
bent over the weathered laptop that housed his extensive personal archive from 
the second intifada period, the hundreds of photographs, and occasional video, 
that he shot during his military service. In the early months, he photographed 
his friends and their ordinary life. This part of his archive is f illed with intimate 
portraits: soldiers during mealtime, humorous moments or expressions, bunk-
house antics. In these images, the military mission and its Palestinian targets are 
scarcely evident. But with the passage of time, his subject matter seemed to shift. 
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In the months that followed, he began a more somber study of military practices: 
combat soldiers applying camouflage paint; soldiers preparing for a stake-out; the 
interior of a military jeep on his way to an operation. These thematic shifts were 
unintentional, he said, something he had not really thought about: “At a certain 
point I started taking more . . . uh . . . political pictures I guess you would call 
them.” He paused, remembering: “I used to walk around taking pictures during 
patrols, inside Palestinian houses. You know, everyday life under military control.”

We linger on a collection of images shot in Hebron in the summer of 2008 in 
the waning days of the second Palestinian uprising. The Israeli military crack-
down had been particularly harsh in Hebron during the uprising’s early years. 
Palestinian residents of the city lived under relatively constant military curfews 
and closures that severely restricted their activities, while Jewish settlers enjoyed 
freedom of movement and state protection. Palestinians venturing out in violation 
of curfew faced the threat of lethal force. International human rights organizations 
decried the ensuing humanitarian disaster, with the city’s families denied access 
to basic necessities.

In Hebron, as per military procedure, Noam’s unit had commandeered a pri-
vate Palestinian home as a temporary military outpost. It was a standard mili-
tary operation, he explained, known in military terminology as a “straw widow” 
(almanat kash). In off icial military messaging, such operations were intended to 
“improve the IDF’s control of territory by capturing and controlling positions and 
creating hidden lookout points.”39 In practice, they involved the forcible removal 
of Palestinian residents for the operation’s duration: sometimes a day, sometimes 
weeks at a time. Noam was involved in many. When he wasn’t actively participat-
ing in such operations, he was f ilming them: his unit’s daily postures, rhythms, 
movements. He showed me a set of photographs of soldiers standing at the win-
dows of the commandeered Palestinian home. They are pictured gazing toward 
the street, weapons at the ready, their position obscured by window netting.40 
Noam favored this vantage: images of fellow infantrymen from behind (see Image 
8). In most of these photos, neither the city nor its residents are visible. We do 
not see what the soldiers observe, only that they are observing. “I couldn’t take 
a picture of the soldiers from the Palestinians’ point of view,” he says, by way of 
explanation. “Only from my own.”

We scrolled through numerous photographs Noam had shot from this stance, 
images that differed only minutely in details and angle. Some were artful shots, 
catching the light falling on the soldiers’ bodies as they stand in wait, watching. 
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Some capture them in near-darkness, facial expressions only lightly sketched in 
the shadows. Viewing these photographs again in 2013, Noam seemed surprised 
by this tropological repetition. “So many window scenes,” he mused aloud as we 
viewed them together, as if struggling to recall his intentions. “Yes, we knew that 
somebody lived there,” he noted. After all, he said, the commandeered house 
was fully furnished, with beds and mattresses and all the rest. “But we never 
saw them.” And then, as something of an afterthought, he added: “We liked that 
house. It was comfortable.”

His photographic archive collaborated with these military logics and ways 
of seeing. Echoing the operations themselves, he employed his camera to engage 
in the micro-practice of dispossession by stripping Palestinians from the visual 
f ield and replacing them with the military’s gaze. Palestinians would become 
more visible in his photographs during the subsequent months of his service, but 
they were never his “preferred subjects,” as he called them. Even in later images, 
they were chiefly represented by what they have left behind: a pair of children’s 
shoes, laundry on a line. Traces.

im age 8. Israeli sniper takes position in a commandeered Palestinian home. Hebron. 2008. 
Source: Breaking the Silence.
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When I spoke to Noam in 2013, he was an established activist with Breaking 
the Silence, a political stance he had only embraced in the years after he f inished 
his military service. Nearly six years had transpired since he served in the West 
Bank. And although he frequently spoke to the Israeli and international public 
about his history as a soldier, and the violence of military rule, he found our 
interpretive exercise challenging. He had preserved hundreds of images from 
his military service in the Palestinian territories, each one labeled by date and 
location, all carefully saved on his computer hard drive. But he hadn’t revisited 
them much since the time they were taken. Nor had he spent much time consid-
ering their implications. “You’re asking many questions about things I’ve never 
thought about,” he says.

He showed me a collection shot on his unit’s last day in occupied Hebron in 
2008. “I had some time off, so I went around with my camera and just took pictures 
of everything so I will have it for documentation.” These images were different 
from those I’d seen before, as they moved well beyond the private spaces of mili-
tary life. Everyday street scenes in urban Hebron, building exteriors, the details 
of private Palestinian homes. Many were out of focus, as if he was photographing 
in haste, trying to collect the images before his unit withdrew. I asked him about 
the rush to document that is so visually evident in this collection. “I think it a was 
a way to deal with my politics. In some of them, I was more aware, and in some 
less . . . I guess, during that time with your camera, you don’t really understand 
what you’re taking.”

GEAR, ARCHIVES, TROPHIES

For the soldiers of the second intifada period, photography was a contingent 
practice. In the midst of full-scale military operations, when the demand for “op-
erational alertness” was heightened, the success of every photographic attempt 
was uncertain. Many would describe the physical constraints of abundant mil-
itary gear:

First, I am wearing a uniform, a ceramic f lak jacket, which is very heavy, 
on top of that a tight vest. And I have a radio, cartridges, and grenades on 
me . . . lots of equipment. Helmet, weapon, f lashlight. . . . As I move around 
the alleys, the camera is in the pouch on my back, and if something catches 
my eye . . . then I tell them [the rest of the soldiers]: “Guys, stop! . . . go under 
right now,” and they all lay down or squat. If I can reach the pouch, I will or 
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if not, I call one of my soldiers: “Moshe, please come get the camera out.” He 
gives me the camera, I take a photo, and we continue.41

This soldier served in occupied Hebron at the height of the uprising, as we 
learn from his interview with anthropologist Regev Nathansohn, to whom he 
described the highly encumbered nature of the photographic act, his camera 
carried alongside heavy weaponry and telecommunications technologies. This 
interview provides an important counterpart to the portrait of Noam, who pho-
tographed during his West Bank “tour of duty” with the ease of a hobbyist, re-
calling the history of the Israeli soldier rendered as tourist. And Noam always 
photographed alone. 

In this interview with Nathansohn, by contrast, soldier photography is por-
trayed as a necessarily collaborative practice. In the midst of full-scale military 
operations, assistance was required to get the shot right. It was an experience 
shared by other soldier-photographers from this period (again, in conversation 
with Nathansohn):

We often provided cover for the photographer, in an agreed upon fashion. 
He [the photographer] gets settled on the picture, which takes [a] few sec-
onds, and meanwhile we stop to watch the roof. In urban f ighting, you need 
to keep watch on doors and stairways, so each covers a different exit from 
which a terrorist . . . might appear . . . [that way the photographer] can put 
down his gun and take the photo at the right moment. . . . You don’t shoot 
at all costs. It has to go through two f ilters: life and the mission. When it is 
appropriate, you take pictures. When you feel secure, you take pictures.42

Here, we learn that even a single photo could require the participation of many 
members of a military unit—“Moshe, please come get the camera out!”—partic-
ularly in a dense urban environment like Hebron. More than mere collaboration, 
these interviews point to careful orchestration, to photographic plans developed 
well in advance, in order to get “the photo at the right moment.” They also sug-
gest the perceived importance of photography, to these soldiers, as a military 
practice. No mere hobby or touristic endeavor, these soldiers stopped in the very 
midst of “urban f ighting,” coordinating lookouts on roofs and stairwells, in order 
to remove their cameras and get the desired picture.

As military photography spread within the Israeli armed forces in this period, 
informal archives of soldiering were coming into being. They had varied political 
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valences. Some were produced as souvenir or trophy albums and distributed to 
members of the unit as a commemorative DVD. Some repeated standard tourist 
idioms, with a focus on historic sites and picturesque landscapes (see Image 9). 
Others had a far more militarized stance. Casual snapshots of dead Palestinians 
were so frequent as to f ind “their way into private family albums” of military 
personnel.43 Some of these archives were produced as vehicles of anti-occupation 
protest, although in a context of broad Israeli support for the brutal crackdown on 
the Palestinian uprising, they were in the decided minority. Among the reserve 
soldiers stationed in the West Bank were a set of budding documentarians, and 
some of their videographic work gave rise to a distinct genre of second intifada 
protest f ilmwork (e.g., Jenin Diary in 2003 and Heavy Twenty in 2004).44 Although 
intended as critique, these f ilms advanced an Israeli genre of “perpetrator trauma” 
that focused chiefly on the experience of the Israeli soldier.45

The most important protest archive of this period was curated by the founding 
members of Breaking the Silence. Yehuda Shaul was one of them. Like Noam, he 
was a committed photographer during his second intifada military service. Here 

im age 9. Israeli soldier takes a souvenir photograph in front of the partly demolished com-
pound of Yasser Arafat. Ramallah. 22 September 2002. Source: Gil Cohen Magen/Reuters.
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is Shaul describing his tour of duty in Hebron in 2002 when the Israeli military 
crackdown was at its height:

I saw what used to be a dentist’s clinic. Soldiers had broken in and destroyed 
everything. There were broken syringes, shattered glass cases and mirrors. 
There was shit on the f loor and it was smeared all over. This was the f irst 
time I encountered such brutality and I was shocked. I took out a camera I 
had in my gear and started taking pictures. When I went home on leave I 
had the photos developed and scanned them. A friend and I looked for Is-
raeli journalists’ email addresses; we opened an email account and sent the 
photos to journalists, saying, “look what’s happening in Hebron.”46

In 2004, with the help of veteran Israeli photojournalist Miki Kratsman, Shaul 
and other activists mounted a public exhibition of soldier photography from 
the occupied territories, shot on the personal cameras of soldiers and displayed 
alongside video testimonials from soldiers about their wanton brutality. The 
subject matter typif ied the range of this emerging military genre, from smiling 
snapshots of the platoon to souvenir images of dead Palestinian bodies. Images 
of bound and blindfolded Palestinian detainees were abundant, some with smil-
ing soldiers at their sides, as were scenes of soldiers in commandeered Palestin-
ian homes. Breaking the Silence had taken pains to anonymize the identities 
of both photographers and interviewees in an effort to prevent military retri-
bution. Anonymization also generated a distribution of authorship, reminding 
Israeli audiences that these images could have been shot by any reserve soldier. 
These photographers were military Everymen.

The 2004 exhibit marked an important juncture in the Israeli visual record of 
military occupation.47 Naively, echoing a history of Israeli public secrecy about its 
colonial project, many participating photographers spoke in the language of shock 
about the content of the images.48 In fact, the perceived shock value was twofold: 
both the exhibit’s content and its form. “[T]he f irst time he heard of soldiers taking 
pictures of themselves together with dead Palestinians, he was shocked,” wrote 
an international journalist, describing his interview with a Breaking the Silence 
organizer. “But after a while he got used to it. He even heard of one soldier having 
his picture taken together with a severed head.”49 “Combat soldiers in action rarely 
use cameras to immortalize the moment,” wrote another, laboring to make sense 
of the photographic exhibit. “Maybe because some . . . prefer to forget. To repress.”50 
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The “echoes of Abu Ghraib,” exposed by soldier photography in the very same year, 
would be noted by many commentators.51

Military policy concerning soldier use of personal cameras had been vague 
in this period, as I explore in what follows. Nonetheless, a military interrogation 
of the exhibition’s organizers would ensue, as would conf iscation of the video 
testimonies and demands to provide the names of the anonymous interview-
ees. The military police claimed that they were “looking for evidence of crimes 
committed against Palestinian residents of Hebron.”52 For Breaking the Silence 
activists, the state message was clear: those soldiers using their cameras as a tool 
of protest would pay a price.

THE SNIPER’S CAMERAS 

Before he joined the Israeli army, Eitan was a hobby photographer of sorts with 
a penchant for portraiture. During his military service in the West Bank from 
2005–2008, he would carry his personal equipment with him, working with a set 
of midrange digital cameras favored by professional photographers. “I loved por-
traits of people, and I think I am quite good, actually. So when I got to the army, 
I took lots of photos during our training. You know, me and my teammates, our 
daily life”: evenings in the bunk, routine training exercises, communal meals, 
humorous moments on base. All would become the subject of an ongoing photo-
graphic chronicle of soldiering that he shared with his unit.

He also used other cameras. In every unit, there was one member charged 
with implementing and overseeing the various photographic technologies and 
procedures required, and Eitan played that role. He served on the sniper team of 
a reconnaissance unit of the Nahal Brigade, stationed throughout the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip, and briefly in Lebanon, with the bulk of his service conducted in 
the Palestinian cities of Jenin and Nablus. The linkage between his personal and 
professional histories as a photographer was no accident. When it came to the 
selection of camera operators, the military preferred those with prior experience 
behind the lens as it lessened the learning curve.

Eitan’s unit relied on a wide range of cameras depending on the needs of the 
moment, and he was responsible for all of them, including general knowledge of 
their workings and components and the ability to perform repairs or hacks in the 
f ield when required. The list of such cameras was considerable, including infrared 
helmet cameras employed to chart and learn a new terrain; closed caption cameras 



S n i p e r  P or t r a i t u r e3 2

with remote screens; thermal cameras capable of photographic capture from miles 
away; and a surveillance device encased in rubber the size of a baseball that could 
be thrown into a room or through a window in order to shoot video, transmitted 
wirelessly.53 They had only used the tossable device once, he said, in a hostage 
context. It was too much of a liability, as the device tended to get stuck under 
furniture and carpets. Sniping also depended on small CCTV cameras operated 
remotely with joysticks, installed on windows in positions that were deemed too 
dangerous to be manned. “That camera even saved my life once,” taking f ire that 
was intended for him. At the end of his service, Eitan would be asked to write a 
manual of sorts, documenting the best practices for optical technologies in the 
reconnaissance f ield—things like “how to use a thermal camera with an infra-red 
pointer, how to record, how many batteries you need.” The manual hadn’t existed 
when he began his service. He had been required to learn on the job.

As Eitan would describe it to me, each camera had its own operational function 
and photographic appeal:

I had a lot of lenses. I had a tele 1000. It was an amazing camera. I’d use it for 
taking reconnaissance photos, taking photos of houses where we’re going 
to do an arrest a couple of days later . . . you know, just to gather informa-
tion. . . . [L]et’s say, we arrested someone and he had guns and ammunition 
in his house. We’d take photos of that. Or when we were in Lebanon and 
did an operation and got really deep. I’d use it to take photos of Hezbollah 
repairing.

Having come into service with the f ine-tuned eye of a photographer, Eitan was 
compelled by the images he was taking for the military. He found the recon-
naissance images particularly appealing, those he shot with a high-resolution 
camera during operations. With the camera’s long exposure, these images were 
particularly sharp. He would often take the camera’s memory card home on the 
weekends and download everything to his personal computer, then return it to 
the military on Mondays for reformatting. He collected hundreds of them, he 
guessed, intended only for his own private viewing, unlike those photographs of 
daily life with his unit, shot on his personal cameras, that he regularly circulated 
and shared. Eitan was well aware that this was a violation of military protocol, as 
military guidelines clearly stipulated that reconnaissance images had to remain 
in the military context. Moreover, protocol dictated their deletion after the con-
clusion of any operation, except in the case of ongoing investigations, lest they 
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prove a future risk to information security. But Eitan found a loophole: “I very 
quickly realized that nobody even cared what I’m doing with the camera and 
which photos I’m taking, as long as I give some photos to the intelligence off icer 
at the end of every operation. You know, he just asked about photos of certain 
houses or streets.”

He would be mildly disciplined by his regiment commander, but he was not 
deterred. The images were simply too appealing. “Some of those were really nice 
photos.”

Eitan’s unit conducted numerous “straw widow” operations, commandeering 
private Palestinian homes for temporary military usage. Because he was the unit’s 
camera and technological expert, Eitan was charged with selecting the location of 
the house in question, based on a review of the available military imaging of the 
area. He relied on the military’s computerized archive of aerial photographs of the 
Palestinian West Bank, an archive of tens of thousands of images, he estimated, 
stored on military databases and available remotely from military locations in the 
f ield. They were updated on a daily basis, sometimes hourly, by drone imaging to 
account for any changes in the built environment.54 Every house in the West Bank 
had an associated number, he explained. “You have two kinds of aerial photos. 
You have the ones from above, and you have the one from an angle, so you knew 
the height of the house, and you could see the walls, the windows and the alleys 
around it. It shows you how to get inside. . . . I’d just choose a house that looked 
good for us.”

He’d print the images and distribute them to the other teams, those who were 
also part of the operation, “so we’d have the same language.” He looked for a house 
with big windows, facing the street they were asked to attack. Then, he would 
contact the Secret Service, identifying the house by its number.

During night raids for so-called wanted men, Eitan was tasked with thermal 
photography to identify the suspect. “My job was to look with the thermal camera 
and see if he’s armed, or if he does something suspicious, and then I would give 
the okay to my snipers. . . . I would tell my snipers: ‘Ok, you see that guy?’ I give 
them the range, the angle, the wind. Then I tell them to set the aim.” Yes, he’d need 
authorization from the platoon commander in order to proceed with the kill, but 
that wasn’t diff icult to obtain.

It was all f ilmed, producing an archive that the military had the capacity to 
review. His thermal-imaging camera was linked to a large screen, enabling his 
platoon commander, who sat behind him, to watch the targeting (and subsequent 
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killing) in real time, “so he could tell us—‘you have the ok to shoot.’” It was also 
linked to a recording device that f ilmed everything seen through the viewfinder, 
capturing the moment before and just after its activation.

In Eitan’s early years as a sniper, before the technological advances that came 
later, these technologies were diff icult to use. The videos could only be screened 
on the device itself, making them hard to review. The cameras were big and heavy, 
weighing up to 35 pounds including their tripod and batteries. And technological 
failures were frequent. Sometimes the screen would freeze, requiring the user 
to unplug it from the battery and then reboot, plugging it back in—a diff icult 
and sometimes dangerous process in the midst of a nighttime sniper operation. 
In his later years in the f ield, cameras became lighter and smaller, using MP4 
recorders that enabled users to download videos for screening. Review of the 
material became easier.

But often they were not reviewed at all, as Eitan would learn. Sometimes, in 
the wake of sniping operations, the platoon commander or intelligence off icer 
would screen the incriminating footage. But not often. By and large, the images 
produced during these operations were rarely screened or reviewed, except during 
occasional training sessions with special forces, and only to give them a sense of 
the local terrain. “Nobody wants to see them.”

FROM LAXITY TO LETHALITY

The growth of soldier photography in the f irst decade of the twenty-f irst cen-
tury was made possible by numerous regulatory failures within the military 
where personal technologies were concerned. Israeli military analysts placed 
the blame on the military’s very belated and flawed understanding of the new 
media environment within the armed forces, pointing the f inger at military of-
f icials out of touch with everyday soldier practices. Others defended the military 
on this count, arguing that its implicit social contract with the civilian public, 
its commitment to enabling close connections between soldiers and families 
at home, made strict regulation impossible. Wartime losses in 2006 (Lebanon) 
would force the military to reconsider this policy leniency in the interests of 
information security.

Formal regulations regarding the personal technologies of soldiers were f irst 
codif ied in the 1980s, on the eve of the f irst Palestinian uprising. In 1986, the 
military chief of staff issued an order prohibiting soldiers from “taking photos 
or video f ilming” in or near military facilities and from f ilming “other soldiers 



S n i p e r  P or t r a i t u r e 3 5

performing their duty” without receiving permission from commanding off icers.55 
The directive stipulated that “a soldier shall not possess a still or video camera or 
any other f ilming device while in a military facility or with a military unit un-
less he was given permission to do so.”56 Soldier violations constituted a criminal 
offense under Israel’s code of military justice, and although this directive would 
remain in effect for two decades, amended in 2007 to include digital devices, it was 
rarely enforced.57 During this period, there were several reported cases of hazing 
by means of cellphone cameras within combat units. While some of the soldiers 
involved were subject to disciplinary measures, none would be prosecuted.58 In 
the shadow of such policy leniency, on-duty camera usage was allowed to flourish, 
virtually unregulated.

Cellphones were the most prevalent personal technology carried into military 
theaters by soldiers.59 When Israel deployed troops into the West Bank during 
the second Palestinian uprising, “everyone brought his mobile phone along. . . . 
There was much variability among the phones. Some were old and heavy while 
others were thin, elegant, incorporated with a PDA. Some even had internet access 
enabling them to communicate with remote computer networks.”60 The Israeli 
commercial cellphone market actively responded to soldiers’ needs. In May 2000, 
“[w]hen the Israeli army pulled out of southern Lebanon . . . some of the cellular 
operators reduced prices for calls originating from Israel’s boundary with Lebanon, 
making it cheaper for soldiers arriving safely at the border to call home.”61 This 
collaboration between the military and the private sector, a longstanding one in 
Israel, was deemed crucial to wartime morale.62 Within popular Israeli imagina-
tions, the nation’s ability to easily employ its mobile phones during wartime was 
represented as no less than a national right.63 

The absence of a comprehensive military ban on personal technologies was, 
then, not merely a policy failure but a willful calculation, a means of strengthening 
a perceived social contract.64 Military commentators discussed this openly:

On the one hand, the [Israeli Military] Supreme Command several years 
ago issued a clear ban on the use of privately owned mobile phones while 
soldiers are engaged in military activities, including training and combat. 
This ban is owing to the fear of distraction by the device and the threat of 
revealing classif ied information, including the whereabouts of the soldiers, 
which the enemy might detect from signals emitted by the phone. During 
off-duty hours, however, the enforcement of the ban had been virtually im-
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possible; hence the army’s ombudsman, who was approached on the matter, 
has responded with a more liberal policy. Thus, soldiers can get in touch 
with their families and girl/boyfriends from wherever they happen to be, 
including outlying areas.65

Such loose enforcement was proudly embraced by soldiers as a crucial measure 
of the military’s comprehension of their personal needs. “[T]he IDF understands 
our need to be available to our families at all times,” wrote an Israeli reserv-
ist-scholar in 2003, “so that even when on routine patrol duty we were allowed 
to answer our phones and hold short conversations, as long as we were careful 
to stop the patrol vehicle by the wayside.”66 Within military calculations of this 
period, the social cost of an outright ban was deemed too high, more than Israeli 
society could bear given its sacrosanct integration of military and civilian life.

Military policy in this arena would shift markedly in the wake of the 2006 
Israeli war on Lebanon. This was the f irst active combat context in which Israeli 
soldiers carried their private phones onto the battlef ield in large numbers and 
used them heavily for routine communication with family and friends (see Image 
10).67 Despite the availability of military-issued encrypted mobile phones, these 
personal technologies would also be retooled for occasional military usage when 

im age 10. Israeli soldier with a personal cellphone, crossing from Lebanon to Israel follow-
ing the cessation of the military operation. 15 August 2006. Source: Petr Josek/Reuters.
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need demanded.68 Lebanon would be perceived as a decisive Israeli military fail-
ure, or so an internal state investigation would f ind in the war’s aftermath, with 
blame placed on the military’s lack of media coordination and preparedness. Some 
Israeli commentators argued that soldiers’ lax cellphone usage had been decisive, 
making them vulnerable to the enemy.69 The military’s post-war corrective was 
substantial. Israel established a new government body, the National Information 
Directorate, to centralize its media work and generate new regulations regarding 
the personal technologies of soldiers.70 The media lessons of the Lebanon defeat 
were stark and lasting. Military commentators agreed that the cost of maintaining 
national cohesion and social intimacy by means of personal soldier phones had 
been impossibly high.

As social media usage grew in popularity, the perceived digital threat began 
to shift.71 Belatedly, the military targeted the dangers of mobile photography: 
“Uploading video and photographed images has become a common phenomenon 
among soldiers,” wrote an Israeli journalist in 2008.72 A new order targeting cell-
phone cameras would be issued that year, telegraphed succinctly in a headline: 
Cellular Phone with a Camera? Not at Our Base.73 The ban spurred a national 
conversation about the dangers of mobile photography: “Many soldiers think 
they are photographing their friends at the base, but are not aware of the great 
dangers these photographs pose,” wrote on Israeli journalist. “They can easily be 
used by the enemy.”74 Some Israeli pundits pinned the problem on a lack of internal 
military education, while others recommended dedicated “f ield security” units 
to remove dangerous soldier images from the internet.75 The belated nature of 
the military’s regulatory efforts did not escape their notice: “nice that someone 
in the IDF has f inally woken up.”76

The media lessons of Lebanon would be tested during the 2008–2009 assault 
on the Gaza Strip a few months later, representing the military’s f irst systematic at-
tempt, in a wartime context, to implement its new policies concerning the personal 
technologies of soldiers. Military orders stipulated that no soldiers were permitted to 
enter Gaza with their mobile phones or digital cameras, with violators promised stiff 
penalties.77 Information security was the military’s primary objective, yet off icers 
also defended the ban in other terms, arguing its power to focus soldiers’ minds.78 
Again, enforcement proved both diff icult and uneven. At the conclusion of the 
military assault, confusion would ensue when the military endeavored to return all 
the confiscated cellphones—suitcases upon suitcases full of them, it was reported 
by the Israeli media—to their soldier-owners. Nor had the ban been systematic. In 
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fact, soldiers carrying their personal cellphones into the operation had produced 
another informal photographic record of military atrocity during the course of the 
operation, as Breaking the Silence would document.79 The resonances from Breaking 
the Silence’s 2004 exhibit were striking to many. Once again, military policy laxity 
had enabled the production of a damning perpetrator’s archive.

The 2008–2009 Gaza war was also a telecommunications landmark in another 
sense: it represented the f irst comprehensive targeting of Palestinian telecommu-
nications infrastructures by the Israeli military. The forms of targeting were mul-
tiple, and the damage considerable, gravely impairing the Gazan telecommunica-
tions network. Among the related military tactics was a systematic incorporation 
of private Palestinian phones into the military’s battlef ield strategy by means of 
the “knock on the roof” policy, consisting of calls placed to Gaza residents on their 
personal cellphones and landlines to warn them of an imminent bombing.80 These 
calls were lauded in military discourse as protective mechanisms with the ability 
to dramatically decrease civilian deaths and trumpeted by analysts in Israel and 
abroad as evidence of both “moral clarity” and “innovative” warfare.81 Critics of the 
military operation accused Israel of employing such calls to “legally [condition] 
the battlef ield” by converting civilian sites into legitimate military targets “whose 
destruction would have been otherwise in contravention of the law.”82

The Israeli military assigned a parallel legal function to the mobile phones 
of Gaza’s civilian residents. When held by a Palestinian at the wrong time and 
place, these personal technologies provided the military with legal cover to bomb 
a civilian residence by effectively redesignating their bearers as combatants. 
Consider the following interview with an Israeli soldier regarding the military’s 
“rules of engagement” during the course of the Gaza incursion (questions posed 
by members of Breaking the Silence):

Q: There are standard procedures for lookouts, or people with cell phones?

A: There’s no such thing. If I detect a lookout, someone holding binoculars or a 
cell phone—he’s an accomplice. I must direct f ire and take him down. Dress 
is important, appearance, suspect signs . . . . If he stands on a roof holding a 
cellphone, that’s suspect.83 

There were other corroborating testimonies. In what follows, an Israeli sniper 
describes a military order given during the operation to “take down” any visible 
“lookouts.” The interviewer asks for clarif ication:
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Q: What does that mean?

A: During the bombings, people either ran away or hid, so it was said that if 
anyone is out on a street where the IDF is currently present, and he’s holding 
a cell phone—he must be a lookout. . . . 

Q: But here, for example, it’s someone holding a cell phone, not someone 
running towards you, armed.

A: That’s right. But he is considered incriminated. We’re not on routine se-
curity duty here, suspect arrest procedures. This is a type of war.84

When one reads these soldier testimonials together, a consistent military strate-
gy becomes visible. The mere presence of cellular technologies rendered Gazans 
legitimate targets: their technologies “incriminated” them and they could be 
targeted for a kill. In Palestinian hands, personal technologies transformed the 
civilian into a combatant, able to be killed with impunity. 

In the f irst decade of the twenty-f irst century, as this abbreviated history 
suggests, a wholesale shift in military policy was at work. Now, personal technol-
ogies were being designated as wartime actors in their own right, in new ways 
and degrees: variously as communications tools, regulatory objects, and targets. 
This history also illustrates the legacy of policy ambivalence and belatedness that 
attended the rise of mobile technologies in military theaters. It would take years 
before off icial bans and regulations caught up to the pace of personal technology 
usage within military ranks. In this gap between everyday technology usage and 
military policy, a generation of Israeli soldier-photographers f lourished, in the 
stance of both willing perpetrators and anti-occupation activists. But policy laxity 
was highly selective. The leniency extended to Israeli soldier-photographers in 
Lebanon was not available to Palestinians living under occupation. Policy laxity 
was very unevenly distributed across the geography of occupation.

HOME INVASIONS

During their years of military service in the West Bank, both Noam and Eitan 
participated in numerous nighttime raids on private Palestinian homes. It was a 
standard feature of Israeli rule—and particularly prevalent during the military 
violence of the second intifada period—taking place in hundreds of Palestin-
ian homes and neighborhoods, and sometimes numerous times a month for any 
given household. These raids often took the form of so-called mapping exercis-
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es (mipuim), thus designated in military terminology. “Mapping” involved not 
only forced entry and search of private Palestinian homes, typically in the early 
morning hours, but also full documentation of the residence: its dimensions and 
layout, the identities of their residents, the contents of the home, and so forth.85 
The military needed no specif ic pretense. These households were not suspected 
of committing an offense. The military simply required the documentation in 
the interest of Israeli security. Or thus was the off icial argument.

Cameras played a crucial role in such documentation practices. Typically, the 
military employed their off icial camera operators to do this job. But when these of-
f icial cameras and operators were unavailable, other soldiers, using their personal 
cameras, were sometimes called upon. Noam described the operations this way:

It’s always at night. You enter the house, and you start writing down peo-
ple’s names, the description of the house, the drawing of the house. You’re 
also taking pictures of the people. The idea is to put the names together 
with faces of people. And one of these times, I was asked to take these pic-
tures, with my own private camera. . . . I did like twenty, twenty-f ive por-
traits of people.

Mapping procedures followed a standardized operational template, as one 
learns from the testimonies of former soldiers. They were mandated to collect 
personal data—“name, I.D. number and telephone numbers of all residents”—
and to produce a visual record, to “photograph the people, the houses, so that 
there’s intelligence information.”86

As his unit’s off icial camera operator, Eitan’s role in such operations was cru-
cial, both at the time of the home invasion and well before. The unit would f irst 
select a particular residence for the raid. Then, in days prior to the raid, he or a 
member of his unit would visit the nearest military headquarters to review the 
digital surveillance archive: aerial images of the targeted residence, shot from 
above and from a side angle, along with detailed military maps of the city or town. 
All this enabled them to plan their raid with precision.

Eitan became accustomed to mapping exercises. They were routine, as was 
his role as photographer:

Eitan: If you have really nothing to do [no urgent operations] you would do 
mapping. . . . [E]ach team or platoon gets a street or a neighborhood [in the 
occupied West Bank] and you go and knock on every door, wake every family 
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up. And you’re supposed to be nice. Be really nice. Don’t knock the door down, 
just knock on the door. Take photos of every one of the family members and 
write down his name, his occupation, and a couple of details. And then you 
draw a map of the house with a pencil, and you move to the next house.

Rebecca: Now let’s clarify the role of cameras here. You’d photograph every-
one in the house?

Eitan: Yes. . . . You photograph the people that live inside the house and you 
draw the house on a piece of paper. 

For a while, Eitan complied with military orders. It could be argued that his pho-
tographic work during mapping exercises drew on his longstanding interest in 
portraiture: these, too, were faces. But he began to have doubts about the neces-
sity of this military practice:

Eitan: The f irst doubt I had about that operation is that you get like a piece 
of army paper that you need to f ill—a form [on which you record] the de-
tails, everything. It didn’t have a place to write the [identifying] number of 
the photo, so that when we got back to the base we’d know that . . . it’s photo 
number 36 or something like that.

Rebecca: The form has no place for information about the photographs?

Eitan: Right. And I said, “hmmm, that’s weird.” I got back to the base and I 
went to the intelligence off icer and I told him: “OK, let’s download all the 
photos I took tonight so you can use them.” And he said: “No, erase them. It’s 
not really important.” I gave them all the reports—you know, all the map-
ping, the drawing of the houses, everything. And he put it all in a shredder.

Such practices were recurrent, Eitan said. He’d already had a similar experience 
with his reconnaissance images, those shot during lethal sniper operations and 
ostensibly saved for military review. In practice, he said, nobody wanted to see 
them. In the case of the numerous mapping operations in which Eitan partici-
pated between 2005 and 2007, the military’s failure to operationalize the imag-
es was more categorical. Noam told a similar story, as would numerous soldiers 
interviewed by Breaking the Silence.87 None of the data collected during these 
home invasions, neither textual nor photographic, would be archived or pro-
cessed. The military’s disregard was systematic.
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This is where Eitan pauses his narrative, where he locates its shock: not in the 
repressive terms of the military operation, but in the military failure to opera-
tionalize his images. He had accepted the routine violence of these operations, 
believing they were necessary measures, if regrettable ones, and had faith in the 
importance of cameras in such procedures. And he believed in the camera as a 
bureaucratic tool, a technology of data collection. But in the failure to operation-
alize, the military had broken a promise: both the promise that such operations 
were driven by security necessity and that cameras were indispensable tools in 
the process. In Eitan’s telling, his radicalization came with the unraveling of this 
f iction. Yes, it was a crucial military technology in these operational contexts. But 
its success was not dependent on outcomes. Photographs would not be collected. 
Indeed, the camera didn’t even need to function correctly. Point and shoot was 
enough. Breaking the Silence would summarize this issue succinctly in subsequent 
publications: despite military arguments to the contrary, mapping exercises were 
performative spectacles of military power, “demonstrations of presence” (hafganat 
nochechut).88 The cameras were, in essence, designed to fail.89 Their success lay in 
process, not outcome. These cameras were technologies of occupation in a more 
expansive sense.

I ask Noam to see his images, those he photographed on his personal camera 
during mapping operations. But he had erased them all, months after the opera-
tion, for reasons he could not really remember or piece together. Looking back as 
an anti-occupation activist, his regret is considerable: “One of the stupidest things 
I did. . . .” At the time, during his years as a soldier, he did not really understand 
their value, their political import. Had he preserved them, he could have mobilized 
them now as a kind of counter-archive. But that instinct, that understanding of 
the radical potential of militarized photography, would only come with time.

CONCLUSION: TECHNOLOGY TRANSFERS

For Israeli soldiers and military off icials in the f irst decade of the twentieth cen-
tury, the influx of personal technologies into military theaters, and the function 
of these technologies, was neither self-evident nor simple. Rather, their function 
had to be learned. The process was slow and error was frequent, as both soldiers 
and military off icials labored to understand the political risks and potentials of 
this new media landscape.

Along the way, lags were frequent and challenges considerable. For soldiers 
serving in the occupied West Bank at the height of the second intifada, particularly 
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those charged with a heavily mobilized crackdown on Palestinian protestors, the 
sheer logistics of amateur photography were considerable. Armed with flak jackets 
and weighed down with both weapons and telecommunications equipment—car-
tridges, grenades, radios—photography was a very encumbered art and often in 
tension with military directives. Under conditions of so-called counterinsurgency, 
even a simple snapshot often required the coordination of the entire unit. The 
challenging choreography involved, as whole units struggled to “get the right shot,” 
suggests a military culture in which the drive to document was a growing com-
pulsion, at once propelled and enabled by this shifting technological landscape.

Soldiers using their cameras as activist tools were also learning on the job, 
but differently. While Noam’s photography was often compulsive and frenzied, it 
lacked a clear direction—or, at least, one he could articulate with any precision. 
Looking back at his photographs a few years later, through the lens of his radical-
ization, he was still at pains to reconcile his photographic gaze and his political 
orientation, struggling to make sense of his images: “uh . . . political pictures, I 
guess you would call them.” Even his favored visual tropes, his obsessive attention 
to soldiers at the windows, were not clear to him. “You’re asking many questions 
about things I’ve never thought about.” Noam’s interpretive confusion was shared 
by others, including some of the soldier-activists who participated in Breaking 
the Silence’s 2004 photographic exhibit:

Even when it was on the wall and you saw it all together, even then you 
didn’t understand it all. And then you start to explain everything to the 
guys at the show, to tell stories . . . and every time around [the exhibit] 
you learn something else, another thing and then another. You rummage 
around in it more and you understand things better, get some perspective.90

Breaking the Silence activists came to the exhibition armed with an anti-occu-
pation critique. But even so, they struggled to make sense of the images. Their 
interpretive confusion was born of mainstream Israeli ideology, reflecting the 
challenges of breaking through a public silence about the violence of Israeli mil-
itary rule. But it was equally a struggle with the medium, indexing a moment 
before the normalization of photographic witnessing as a social practice. The 
same was true of Israeli audiences; they were shocked at the scenes of military 
violence but equally by the prevalence of consumer technologies that seemed 
out of place in military contexts. Both Israeli activists and audiences were labor-
ing to reconceptualize amateur cameras as radical political tools.
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The military was also learning the terms of this new media environment—
and, as military commentators noted perpetually, they were often failing to get 
it right. In the years chronicled here, off icial policy regarding the personal tech-
nologies of soldiers f luctuated between the poles of willful leniency and grave 
miscalculations where information security was concerned, as demonstrated by 
the 2006 Lebanon war. The military’s perceived social contract with the national 
public was deemed paramount in this arena, resulting in poor enforcement of 
existing bans and a slow pace of new regulations. Some military analysts read this 
policy legacy as a categorial failure, condemning poor enforcement and belated 
regulatory changes. Others supported the military’s perceived social contract 
with the national public, of which, they argued, such laxity was necessarily born. 
Military policy always lagged well behind soldier usage. In this gap between policy 
and usage, a generation of Israeli soldier-photographers f lourished, both in the 
stance of perpetrator and activist.

This chapter concludes with a scene of learning of a very different kind. Both 
Noam and Eitan would discover that the photographs they took during mapping 
exercises, in the midst of waking Palestinian families from sleep, would never be 
collected or reviewed. Radicalization would follow, as they belatedly understood 
the function of their personal cameras as blunt instruments of terror, technologies 
designed to fail.91 In both this context, as within the context of the 2008–2009 
Gaza war, the military was re-designating personal technologies as instruments 
of military occupation; personal cameras and cellphones were being conscripted 
into the military arsenal in new ways and degrees, variously as tools of military 
repression and, when held in Palestinian hands, as legal targets of Israeli warfare. 
This contrast is a reminder that military policy ambivalence regarding personal 
technologies was highly selective: only activated when it served perceived mili-
tary or national interests. The permissiveness that Israeli soldier-photographers 
enjoyed on the battlef ield in Lebanon, or in the West Bank with their personal 
cameras, used as tools of creative production, was not extended to Palestinian 
residents of the Gaza Strip. The difference was deadly.

A central Israeli mythology of the digital age lies at the heart of this chapter. In 
the years chronicled here, the Israeli state would proudly trumpet its technology 
transfers from the military into the civilian sector. These transfers were deemed 
a pillar of the Israeli high-tech advantage, as when drone technologies were given 
medical applications, or when surveillance infrastructures were retooled to pro-
tect the health of the Israeli population. In the process, lethality gave way to 
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salubrious innovation, stripped of their deadly effects, or so the state narrative 
insisted.92 Obscured by this narrative was the other axis of technology transfers, 
underway concurrently: namely, the movement of consumer technologies into 
Israeli military arsenals, policies, and battlef ield plans. In the hands of the Israeli 
sniper, the “simple Fujif ilm” camera was also a tool of occupation. 
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Chapter 2

CAMERAS UNDER CURFEW

 Occupied Media Infrastructures

H u m a n r igh t s  w or k e r M u s a A b u  H a sh h a sh l i v e d a n d w or k e d 
in Hebron during the second Palestinian uprising, documenting the Israeli mili-
tary crackdown with his camera. Military restrictions on Palestinian movement 
in the city were severe and punishing in the service of protecting its Jewish settler 
population. Hebron residents lived under nearly constant closures and curfews, 
interrupted only occasionally by military sponsored breaks for procuring provi-
sions, while settlers enjoyed Israeli state protection and unconstrained mobility.1 
Palestinians discovered breaking the curfew faced the threat of lethal military 
f ire. International and Jewish Israeli photojournalists were scarce in these years, 
deterred by the perceived threat from “Palestinian militants.” And as a result, 
Musa was often the only photographer working during military assaults on the 
city, electing to break curfew in order to create a photographic record. Military 
reprisals often followed in the form of detention or arrest, destruction or confis-
cation of his camera. Musa had several near-death experiences in these years, 
such as when a soldier took retributive aim at his camera with live f ire, the bullet 
grazing his head. “I risked my life many times to f ilm,” he told me.

Even when he managed to capture the images or footage he sought, Musa 
encountered problems with delivery and circulation. He was working with the 
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Israeli human rights organization B’Tselem as their primary West Bank f ield-
worker, documenting rights violations in the Hebron region. The nearly constant 
state of military closures and curfew meant that Musa was often unable to deliver 
his footage to the NGO’s West Jerusalem off ices, or even to transport his VHS 
cassettes out of Hebron, while the absence of reliable internet access in the West 
Bank usually foreclosed the possibility of a digital video transfer. Often, after the 
closure or curfew had f inally been lifted and it was possible for him to travel, his 
footage was simply out of date, no longer of interest to the Israeli media outlets 
with which B’Tselem worked. In that window of delay, amid the fast-moving pace 
of the uprising, Israeli attention had turned elsewhere.

“I still have many cassette tapes from those days,” Musa said, as we spoke 
about this years later in his West Bank home. “Many of the videos are still in my 
home today, because I couldn’t send them in time.” They remain in his residence, 
crammed into his small off ice. These tapes are both records and casualties of 
Israeli military rule.

This chapter chronicles the experiences of Palestinian videographers and 
camera-activists working in the occupied West Bank in the f irst decade of the 
twenty-f irst century (2000–2012), well before the proliferation of cameras or 
mobile digital technologies in Palestine. I focus on videographers who worked 
with the Israeli NGO B’Tselem (the Israeli Information Center for Human Rights 
in the Occupied Territories), Israel’s most prominent human rights organization 
working within the military occupation context, which had been documenting 
Israeli violations of Palestinian rights since its founding in 1989 during the 
early years of the f irst Palestinian uprising.2 In 2007, the organization launched 
a camera project that delivered hundreds of hand-held camcorders and 
rudimentary training to Palestinian families in particularly precarious areas 
of the occupied West Bank, where state violence was elevated, so they could 
document their frequent abuse at the hands of soldiers and settler populations.

For B’Tselem, the function and import of the camera project was varied. The 
NGO employed Palestinian eyewitness video as evidentiary materials in com-
plaints and petitions f iled with the military law enforcement system on behalf 
of Palestinians harmed by soldiers and used such footage as the basis for public 
advocacy and education in Israel and internationally regarding the military oc-
cupation. The NGO would abandon the legal component of this process in 2016, 
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arguing that cooperation with the military’s investigative process had effectively 
propped up the military regime: “Over the years, the military law enforcement 
system has developed the expectation that human rights organizations, including 
B’Tselem, serve as subcontractors for the military investigative system. . . . [W]e 
no longer want to serve as the occupation’s f ig leaf.”3

B’Tselem’s Palestinian partners had a rather different set of interests. They en-
tered into the project on the basis of a wager about the relative political affordances 
of meditating their injuries through Israeli human rights channels, hoping that 
B’Tselem’s intimate relationship to Israeli state and civil institutions, in both legal 
and media arenas, would help to advance their claims. They did so despite a military 
legal system that had, historically, enabled soldiers to harm Palestinians with legal 
impunity, and despite a growing awareness of the failed justice promises of the 
transnational human rights industry in Palestine, in ways Lori Allen has described.4 
It was a tactical and provisional wager born of limited political alternatives.

At the core of the B’Tselem camera project, a pillar of the relationship between 
the Israeli NGO and its West Bank team, was the demand for original copies of 
videographic materials shot by Palestinian camera operators: cassette tapes, data 
sticks, memory cards. In days when a suspicion about videographic provenance 
was beginning to grow and accelerate, originals were increasingly required in 
both legal and media arenas. As a result, any West Bank footage deemed usable, 
footage with strong images of Israeli perpetrators and Palestinian victims, had to 
be physically transported to B’Tselem’s West Jerusalem off ice. Along this route, 
the footage moved through a network of Palestinian actors involved in this video 
ecosystem from point of capture to point of circulation: volunteer videographers, 
f ieldworkers, cab drivers who delivered footage. It was a multi-sited circuit that 
began at the place of the human rights violation in the occupied territories and 
ended in various Israeli locations: on the NGO’s social media feed; on the Israeli 
evening news; or, more occasionally, in the Israeli military court system, submitted 
as evidence against the Israeli authorities.

Or it might never circulate. Even after footage had been deemed strong and 
viable, Palestinian camera operators faced the challenges associated with its trans-
port to West Jerusalem, regularly hindered by closures and curfews. Thanks to 
the restrictive terms of the Israeli permit regime in the occupied territories, most 
videographers could not travel into Israel and transport had to be outsourced to 
others (e.g., Israelis from the NGO’s off ices or Palestinians with Jerusalem IDs).5 In-
frastructural limitations of various kinds also stood in the way of timely delivery: 
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poor roads, missing electrical grids, internet outages.6 All this slowed or, at times, 
wholly prevented the arrival of cassette tapes or memory cards. 

Footage was also stymied or prevented at its point of capture. Palestinian 
camera operators in the West Bank were forced to navigate the perpetual gap 
between Israeli military law and military practice, where photography was con-
cerned. By law, they were permitted to f ilm routine military operations, save under 
“extraordinary circumstances” when the authorities declared a risk to military 
information security or soldier safety. But the daily experience of these Palestinian 
videographers was otherwise. Contra off icial Israeli state assurances, they faced 
the perpetual threat of retributive actions by police and soldiers in the form of 
violence to themselves or their equipment.7 Between the poles of eruptive military 
violence in the form of soldier or settler beatings, and the slow violence of Israeli 
occupation in the form of infrastructural neglect, the ability of Palestinian footage 
to reach its target audiences was always in doubt.8

Such doubts are at this chapter’s core. The chapter tracks the videographic 
ecosystem from point of capture in the West Bank to point of delivery in West 
Jerusalem, with a focus on the numerous forms of belatedness, constraint, and 
interruption that mired and complicated both production and circulation of the 
videographic record. The Palestinian camera-activists chronicled in these pages 
employed a varied toolbox of political tactics that enabled creative maneuver-
ing. But Israeli military rule generated perpetual and flexible constraints. This 
chapter’s counterpart, although largely invisible in the pages that follow, was the 
dream of liberation technologies. As my Introduction has noted, it was a dream 
that seized the imagination of anti-occupation publics across the globe in the 
early twenty-f irst century, catalyzed by the popular revolutions in the Arab Mid-
dle East and North Africa in 2011. Missing from this dream was an accounting 
for the diff icult labor involved for Palestinians living under occupation as they 
endeavored to use their cameras as liberatory tools. Or rather: how the violence 
of occupation, in its myriad and flexible forms, made its mark on the project of 
Palestinian eyewitness videography at every point along the videographic circuit, 
often frustrating and impeding the footage’s capacity to be distributed and pub-
licly seen. This chapter is a chronicle of that often invisible violence.

PHOTOGRAPHERS AT RISK

In the occupied territories during the second intifada period, Palestinian jour-
nalists and camera operators labored under dangerous and diff icult conditions.9 
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In addition to the frequent military closures and curfews, severely limiting Pal-
estinian movement, the Israeli authorities were systematically stripping Pales-
tinian journalists of basic press freedoms in an effort to block their access and 
control media narratives.10 The Palestinian Center for Human Rights (PCHR) 
chronicled a pattern of wide-ranging and systematic attacks against Palestin-
ian journalists during these years by members of the Israeli security services, 
including: 

beating journalists and subjecting them to other means of violence and hu-
miliating and degrading treatment; arresting and holding journalists; deny-
ing journalist[s] access to certain areas and preventing them from covering 
certain incidents; conf iscation of media equipment and devices; bombard-
ing or raiding media centers and misusing their contents; preventing jour-
nalists from traveling abroad; and raiding journalists’ houses.11

All this, the PCHR concluded, constituted a pattern of “willful and intentional 
[attacks] designed to prevent the objective coverage of incidents in the occu-
pied Palestinian Territories.”12 Nine Palestinian journalists would be killed by 
the Israeli forces between 2000–2009, documented by the Committee to Protect 
Journalists (CPJ), while numerous others were shot and wounded.13 The title of 
a CPJ report from this period telegraphed the issue: At Risk: Covering the Intifa-
da.14 Concurring with the f indings of PCHR, they argued that “in at least some 
of these cases, IDF soldiers may have targeted journalists deliberately (the IDF 
denies this).”15 The costs for Palestinian journalists and camera operators were 
high.

B’Tselem began their experimentation with cameras during this period. They 
started in the Hebron area—the West Bank’s largest city and a hub of Jewish 
nationalist extremism, home to a settler population that had progressively grown 
in size and territorial holdings in the three decades prior, their presence safe-
guarded and cultivated by successive Israeli administrations. Musa, with whom 
this chapter began, was the organization’s f irst f ieldworker. In those days, he 
said, in keeping with global human rights protocols of the moment, the NGO did 
not understand photography’s importance as an evidentiary or advocacy tool, 
viewing cameras as merely supporting technologies. Nonetheless, Musa carried 
several cameras with him as he worked, shooting both still images and footage, 
and B’Tselem would send the occasional clip to the Israeli media for review on 
the evening news. Musa experienced frequent military attacks in these years, 
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particularly when his cameras were active. And as a f ieldworker, he heard many 
similar stories from Palestinian members of the press. Here was one such testi-
monial from journalist ‘Abd al-Haf iz al-Hashlamouni, who lived and worked in 
Hebron, as told to Musa: 

I saw six soldiers stop a Palestinian fellow and push him into a fence. His 
hands were raised. I began to take pictures of the incident and one of the 
soldiers saw me. The soldiers left the fellow and came over to me. They beat 
me and took the camera. . . . With another camera I had, I tried to photo-
graph the soldiers and they noticed. A few of them came over to me, pushed 
me onto a car parked in the square and beat me. They kicked me a few 
times, punched me, and hit me with their rif le butts. The soldiers also took 
the second camera out of my hands. . . . Later, the soldiers left and threw the 
cameras on the hood of one of the cars.16

The experience was common. The very presence of a camera, in Palestin-
ian hands, was a dangerous prospect, met with frequent soldier retribution. The 
military would deny the charge of systematic and willful targeting of Palestinian 
journalists and camera operators, often taking refuge in an argument about mis-
taken identity: cameras mistaken for guns. Such was their response to the 2008 
killing of Reuters journalist Fadel Shana in the Gaza Strip: 

The tank crew was unable to determine the nature of the object mounted on 
the tripod, and positively identify it as [either] an anti-tank missile, a mortar 
or a television camera. . . . In light of the reasonable conclusion reached by 
the tank crew and its superiors that the characters were hostile, and were 
carrying an object most likely to be a weapon, the decision to f ire at the 
target . . . was sound.17 

It was a lethal aff irmation of a truism that Palestinian journalists knew well. 
In the estimation of the Israeli military, Palestinian cameras were dangerous 
political tools.

For Palestinians living in Hebron, daily attacks and harassment from Jewish 
settlers were also perpetual, particularly for families living in close proximity to 
settler homes.18 In 2007, the NGO distributed cameras to some of these families, 
as both documentary and protective tools. In 2007, Rajaa Abu Aisha used one of 
these cameras to f ilm the neighboring settlement of Tel Rumeida, infamous for 
what the Israeli media called a “reign of terror” against Hebron’s Palestinians.19 



C a m e r a s  U n de r  C u r f e w5 2

Her footage was sharp and dramatic, shot from behind the metal screen her family 
had installed for their protection. Her camera followed settler Yifat Alkobi as she 
taunted Rajaa on the other side of the screen with the repetition of a single curse, 
delivered slowly and rhythmically in Arabic to consolidate the injury: “sharmuta, 
sharmuuuuuta” (whore). An Israeli soldier could be seen in the background of the 
frame, standing idly by.20

B’Tselem sent the footage to the Israeli news, and a viral media storm ensued.21 
At a time before widespread photographic technologies in the West Bank, Pales-
tinian testimonial videography of this kind was still rare and arresting for Israeli 
audiences. The clip “set the country on edge,” in the words of the Israeli media, 
with voluminous coverage and commentary in both the national and international 
press.22 The militant nature of Hebron’s settler population had a considerable 
and well-documented history, but Israeli commentators still spoke about the 
event in the language of shock. “TV viewers were exposed to an almost-physical 
experience,” wrote a journalist for the Israeli daily Haaretz: “Pure human poison 
bubbling up from their television screen and directly entering their veins.”23 The 
footage traveled to the Israeli parliament where it generated a hearing before 
the Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee.24 Comments from numerous state 
off icials followed, including a public condemnation from the Israeli Defense 
Ministry and a call for a military investigation. The scale of the clip’s virality 
even compelled a comment from the Israeli prime minister, Ehud Olmert, who 
endeavored to disavow state responsibility: “I saw it and I was ashamed. I felt 
very ill at ease because a soldier was standing by who had no authority to act. 
An incorrect impression was created . . . that the entire incident was under the 
regime’s aegis.”25 Olmert also registered his surprise at the presence of the camera, 
deemed out of place in Palestinian hands: “Clearly, this is not the f irst time. Only 
this time, there was a camera . . . ”26

B’Tselem launched a dedicated video project in the following year (2008), a 
response to the unexpected circulation of Rajaa’s footage. The project was ini-
tially focused in the Hebron region, but grew massively in scale and spread in 
subsequent years, eventually involving communities from across the West Bank 
who worked in a volunteer capacity as videographers, overseen by a staff of paid 
Palestinian f ieldworkers. The number of cameras distributed was relatively con-
stant, a byproduct of an organizational decision to keep the project manageable, 
but the population of videographers was regularly in f lux. Some grew tired of the 
work or simply became less active. In years when few residents had access to other 
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photographic technologies, many families were eager to participate, and requests 
to participate far outpaced institutional capacity. While the NGO focused their 
relationship on a single volunteer within a household, cameras were designated as 
family property that was available for f lexible usage and needs, both testimonial 
and personal. Thus, the same camera or cassette tape might contain footage of 
both settler attacks and baby namings, both military crackdowns and family 
road trips. This functional f lexibility sometimes created tensions between the 
NGO and its volunteers, as when the NGO’s demand for videographic originals, 
required for legal process, came into conflict with family desires to preserve pri-
vate memories. This f lexibility also made its mark on the institution’s central 
video archives in West Jerusalem that functioned as a polyvalent repository of 
Palestinian life under occupation, with footage of violent assaults interspersed 
with those of daily Palestinian pleasures.

B’Tselem valued technological simplicity, arguing that cameras with basic 
functionality had the best chance for success in a crisis context. They began with 
rudimentary cassette-based camcorders that required manual digitization before 
f iles could be uploaded, eventually moving to digital cameras with memory cards. 
Cellphone cameras were categorically rejected as testimonial tools. Anyone could 
pick up a phone and photograph, the NGO argued, but they were investing in a 
cadre of trained and professionalized witnesses. They also hoped that more profes-
sional cameras had a security advantage, effectively identifying the operator as a 
human rights worker and thus moderating their treatment by the security services. 
These standard-issue camcorders with rudimentary zoom lens were particularly 
effective in urban locales or within interiors, when videographers f ilmed military 
violence from proximate vantages, like porches or windows, or within a family 
home.27 But their usefulness diminished when a more powerful zoom was required 
for documenting violence at a distance, as in rural communities facing settler 
incursions or arson attacks in their agricultural lands. Given that their cameras 
lacked the capacity for long-distance precision, the footage shot by Palestinian 
camera operators in rural locales often lacked sharp images of assailants, chiefly 
seen as miniatures through their distant lens. In rural communities, perpetrator 
portraiture was a rarity.

The B’Tselem project was driven by an institutional investment in visible evi-
dence of human rights abuses. But in those years, with few other camera technol-
ogies in most West Bank locales, the NGO argued that the security functionality 
was equally vital. As the project progressed, volunteers attested to the lighter 
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hand of Israeli security services when their cameras were active, driven by a fear 
of exposure. “The soldiers are now used to being f ilmed,” a Palestinian f ieldworker 
from the Hebron area noted in 2011. “They have accepted it.” Most settlers, how-
ever, were not deterred. In the f irst few years of the video project, Palestinians 
armed with photographic technologies took Jewish settlers by surprise during 
their rampages on private Palestinian homes and lands—a surprise that was often 
registered on footage, as when settlers discovered mounted cameras perched in 
windows. A few years hence, settlers would be armed with their own photographic 
tools, activating them during raids on Palestinian homes and lands. They sought 
to respond to Palestinian videography in kind.

THE CAMERAS OF NABI SALEH

Although small in size, with a population of several hundred, Nabi Saleh became 
a focal point for West Bank protest after the second Palestinian uprising.28 What 
started as a local nonviolent demonstration in 2009—a response to the seizure 
of village lands by the neighboring Jewish settlement of Halamish—grew into 
a broad-based political movement that drew residents from across Palestine, 

im age 11 . B’Tselem videographer f ilms a demonstration against military restrictions. He-
bron. 21 February 2014. Source: Oren Ziv/Activestills.



C a m e r a s  U n de r  C u r f e w 5 5

as well as a steady stream of Israeli and international solidarity activists and 
journalists.29 The Israeli forces employed harsh measures to quell the weekly 
demonstrations, responding to protestors with tear gas, pepper spray, and beat-
ings—and, less frequently, with rubber bullets and live f ire. Arrests of demon-
strators were common, with much more leniency granted to Israeli activists and 
photographers. Palestinians, subjects of Israel’s military law, did not enjoy such 
leniency.30 Military raids on village households suspected of political participa-
tion would also intensify as the popular protest swelled, as would detentions and 
arrests of suspected activists.

Bilal Tamimi, a resident of the Nabi Saleh with a longstanding interest in 
photography, was active in the popular struggle from its outset, employing his 
camcorder as a political tool. In the early years, he f ilmed the weekly demonstra-
tions from the modest protection of his roof, or shielded by a porch or awning in an 
effort to avoid detection by the military.31 Then, as the village’s protest movement 
began to grow, he felt that political necessity dictated a retreat from the shadows. 
Soon, he adopted a strategy of f ilming in full view of the military, often from the 
very center of any confrontation with the security services. Although international 
journalists were present in growing numbers at the Friday demonstrations, Bilal 
believed that they had failed to capture the scale and import of their political 
struggle. Seeking greater exposure, he began an institutional aff iliation with 
B’Tselem in 2010. They provided him with a digital video camera, a welcome 
change from cassettes and the associated work required to upload footage, and 
soon taught himself basic video-editing skills and launched a personal YouTube 
channel dedicated to the weekly protests and the village’s encounters with the 
security services. He passed a large volume of footage to B’Tselem for review and 
processing in these years, for their legal or advocacy needs, but would also publish 
actively on his YouTube channel, including all the footage that the NGO was not 
using.32 He kept his cameras next to his bed in accordance with his personal pledge 
to “document everything” pertaining to the village’s struggle with the security 
services. “Wherever they went,” he said, “I would follow them” (see Image 12).

When Bilal began his B’Tselem aff iliation in 2010, he owned and operated one 
of the only cameras in the community. Two years later, many families had access 
to a photographic technology of some kind, and they proliferated at the Friday 
protests, although dwarfed by those of international journalists.33 Most Nabi Saleh 
families now had internet access, with many sharing routers between house-
holds to enable cheaper connectivity, and many used social media to advance the 
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popular struggle. What was, as recently as two years prior, a political arena from 
which cameras and new digital technologies were virtually absent had quickly 
become a very crowded media theater with a robust social media presence.34 The 
security forces had initially attempted to prevent Bilal from photographing with 
pepper spray, beatings, and arrests (see Image 13). But after a while, once he was 
a f ixture at the ever-larger Friday protests and known to many military com-
manders, his presence was largely tolerated. He adopted a strategy of f ilming 
the forces at close range, always prominently displaying his laminated B’Tselem 
identif ication, proof of his aff iliation with Israel’s most prominent human rights 
organization. In the early years of the video ecosystem in Palestine, when much 
testimonial videography from the West Bank was identif iable by its shaking lens 
and blurry frames, measures both of fear and technological newness, Bilal’s vid-
eographic work was an exception, always steady and assured.

Sitting together in front of his off ice computer in 2011, in the Palestinian Min-
istry of Education in Ramallah where he worked for a time, we screened some 
of his recent footage of the Friday demonstrations. A recent crackdown by the 

im age 12 . Israeli soldier blocks Palestinian video-activist and B’Tselem volunteer Bilal 
Tamimi as he documents a military crackdown on Nabi Saleh demonstrators. 25 August 
2015. Source: Haim Schwarczenberg.
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Israeli authorities—on May 13, 2011—had been particularly aggressive and severe. 
Crowds of Palestinian and international activists had been beaten and showered 
with pepper spray, and tear gas had been f ired directly into the crowd. Bilal’s 
footage from this day was bold and aggressive, as it often was. He employed his 
signature strategy of following the Israeli authorities closely with his camera, 
capturing clear images of their faces and military insignia for means of better 
identif ication.35 Some Israeli border police pushed him away—“move the cam-
era!”—but Bilal persisted, relocating to a different vantage when necessary but 
always remaining in their midst in order to f ilm the beatings and arrests from 
arm’s length. Bilal’s persistent proximity generated a remarkable collection of 
perpetrator portraits that most other B’Tselem volunteers were simply unable to 
replicate for reasons both tactical and technical. “I know I can’t be far from the 
action,” he said.

This 2011 clip was part of a growing videographic archive. Early on, at the 
inception of the weekly protest movement, Bilal had committed to f ilming every 
Friday demonstration. By 2019, he had amassed a record of 400 Fridays. The Israeli 

im age 13. Israeli border police detain Palestinian video-activist Bilal Tamimi following an 
anti-occupation demonstration. Nabi Saleh. 30 December 2011. Source: Anne Paq/Actives-
tills.



C a m e r a s  U n de r  C u r f e w5 8

battalions serving in Nabi Saleh knew him well. In later years, he f ilmed wearing a 
bright yellow vest, imprinted with the insignia of the popular protest movement, 
for means of better self-identif ication. He had been injured on numerous occa-
sions: shot by rubber bullets, live f ire, tear gas canisters. Arrests were frequent, 
most while his camera was rolling, as were arrests of other members of his family.36 
Repeated military threats did not deter him. He credited his footage and mounting 
social media following with numerous political victories, including the release 
from prison of Palestinian youths falsely accused by the military. Perhaps more 
crucially, his camera had brought the popular movement much greater global 
exposure: “I know the value of this picture.” 

Among Bilal’s most widely viewed videos from his early years as a B’Tselem 
volunteer was a January 2011 chronicle of a military raid on his family’s residence, 
a videographic portrait of the home invasions in which the military regularly en-
gaged in Palestinian communities across the West Bank. The military called them 
mapping exercises, conducted under the pretense of creating a security-driven 
record of the occupied population.37 Bilal had known the soldiers were coming, 
as news of military actions traveled quickly in this small village, and he had been 
ready when they knocked on his door at 2:00 am. His camera was already shooting 
as he approached the door to meet the waiting soldiers, and his lens remained 
trained on the scene as he woke his two young sons from sleep, one by one, under 
the soldiers’ directives. We see their darkened bedroom and their sudden wake 
from sleep, before the camera pivots back to the security services. Only a very close 
observer of the footage could detect Bilal’s terror. “Here,” he points to the screen. 
“You see my hand is shaking because it was the f irst night raid on my house.”

Bilal continued to f ilm as the soldiers generated a textual and photographic 
catalogue of his family and their residence. One soldier asked the questions, lin-
gering over correct spellings of names and ID numbers, while another recorded 
the f indings in pencil: “How many children do you have? . . . Boys or girls? . . . 
What is their age?” Bilal’s camera remained active as the soldiers photographed 
his sons, still half asleep and in their night clothes. His young son offered a partial 
smile, glancing between his father’s camera and that of the soldiers’, as if playfully 
refusing the military desire for repressive capture.

A four-minute clip from Bilal’s footage from that evening’s raid would be 
published by B’Tselem shortly after the event, and it circulated widely in both 
Israeli and international media.38 Israeli viewers who watched the clip on the 
Israeli evening news praised the soldiers’ restraint and measured temperament, 



C a m e r a s  U n de r  C u r f e w 5 9

welcoming this portrait of the occupation as mere bureaucratic necessity, while 
off icial military spokespersons responded that such raids were “necessary to 
maintain order and security.”39 The brevity of the clip belied the duration of the 
military presence in Nabi Saleh that night. The military raided six households 
that evening, and Bilal accompanied them with his camera throughout, after 
receiving begrudging permission from the battalion commander and a warning 
to behave (“No trouble!”).40 In the resultant footage, Bilal follows the soldiers into 
his neighbors’ private homes—“I was still in my night clothes,” he told me—their 
silent glances toward his camera suggesting that his presence was both expected 
and welcome, providing a modicum of security in these insecure times. Bilal’s 
intimate footage of his family and his neighbors turned the military desire for a 
total catalogue against itself, generating a f ine-grained portrait of the ordinary 
violence of occupation.

THE RIGHT TO PHOTOGRAPH

In the f irst decade of the camera project (2007–2016), B’Tselem was in regular 
contact with the Israeli authorities regarding the West Bank videographers with 
whom they worked. At issue was the perpetual gap between stated policy and 
practice where photographers were concerned. In their off icial documentation 
and memoranda, the authorities confirmed the Palestinian right to photograph 
the security services. But in practice, as this chapter has already suggested, Pal-
estinian camera operators working in the West Bank faced the constant threat 
of reprisals and restrictions from soldiers and police on the grounds of alleged 
security necessity (see Image 14).41 What resulted, for B’Tselem, was a highly reg-
ularized and bureaucratized struggle with the Israeli security services over the 
Palestinian right to photograph.42 

The NGO’s struggle over the right to photograph was a minor component of 
its larger institutional project: namely, documenting and combating Israeli vio-
lations of Palestinian human rights in the West Bank. In these years, this larger 
project involved regularized contact with the Israeli authorities, chiefly in the 
form of complaints f iled on behalf of Palestinian claimants. B’Tselem described 
the process, and their mediating legal role, this way: 

[The] off icial position [of the military law enforcement system] is that any 
Palestinians who wishes to make a complaint against soldiers can do so eas-
ily. . . . Reality, however, is very different. A Palestinian who wants to lodge 
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a complaint against soldiers cannot do so independently and has no direct 
access to the military law enforcement system. . . . [T]he military law en-
forcement system forces complainants to contact it through mediators, be 
they human rights organizations or lawyers.43 

For many in the organization, this mediating process was viewed as both a 
tactical necessity and a mechanism for accountability, a means of monitoring rights 
violations and shaping Israeli policy and public opinion regarding the Israeli occupa-
tion. But the limitations of this strategy were also abundantly clear.44 Procedurally, 
there were the vanishing gains of working within the labyrinthian bureaucracy of 
occupation with its proliferating rules, regulations, and formalities bent on “con-
trolling the lives of individuals and collectives through administrative violence,” 
as Yael Berda has written.45 But the political limitations were paramount, as many 
Israeli activists argued.46 Not only were legal victories rare, with negligible rates of 
soldier prosecutions, but the legal process effectively normalized the Israeli occupa-
tion through a collaboration with its law enforcement system, thereby providing the 
Israeli regime with a human rights imprimatur.47 This critique would be adopted as 
institutional policy in 2016 when B’Tselem ceased all formal work with the military 

im age 14 . Israeli army commander declares a closed military zone, from which journalists 
and activists were barred, during an anti-occupation demonstration in the West Bank. Kif l 
Haris. 1 August 2005. Source: Yotam Ronen/Activestills.
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law enforcement system.48 In their own words, “[t]he organization does not wish to 
assist authorities in their attempts to create a false picture of justice being served.”49

The bureaucratized struggle over the right to photograph was highly struc-
tured. The NGO would fax a complaint to the Israeli authorities, working with 
a range of divisions and units within the security services, regarding a breach 
involving a member of their Palestinian camera team.50 The ensuing response 
would be saved within the institution’s internal f iles. In each such response, the 
Israeli authorities aff irmed the Palestinian right to photograph, save under ex-
traordinary circumstances, and attested to their strict adherence to legal codes, 
rules, and regulations. So important were these state responses as to be distributed 
by the NGO, in hard-copy form, to its f ieldworkers and photographers in the West 
Bank. They were encouraged to carry copies with them in the event of problems 
with the security services when they attempted to f ilm.

In the following, I quote at length from a few of these responses to B’Tselem 
and the attorneys with whom they worked. Most involved incidents in the Hebron 
area where the camera project was active and soldier retribution frequent:

26 August 2008. “ . . . In your inquiry, you described an event in which sol-
diers detained a photographer in Hebron because he photographed them 
and you inquired as to whether there is a guideline that prohibits photo-
graphing soldiers…. In general, there is no legal prohibition against photog-
raphy in the West Bank, including [ filming] IDF soldiers, even while they are 
engaged in operational activity, provided that the goal is not to collect sen-
sitive or classif ied information, and [as long as] it does not disturb the se-
curity services’ ongoing activity. . . . In the specif ic case that occurred on 11 
August 2008, the photographer was detained due to the soldier’s misunder-
standing. It is important to note that this case does not indicate a general 
attitude or guideline. . . . I’ll summarize by adding that as a consequence of 
this incident, guidelines were further clarif ied with the soldiers. We thank 
you for your inquiry.”51 

30 November 2009. “ . . . In your inquiry, it was claimed that in the last few 
months, there were several occasions in which soldiers forbade Palestin-
ians from photographing in areas of the West Bank . . . and you argue that 
there’s a gap between the official guidelines and the behavior of soldiers on 
the ground. As an outcome of your inquiry . . . it was clarified that photog-
raphy is allowed in all areas of the West Bank, including photographing IDF 
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soldiers, provided that it does not interfere with the activity of the [armed] 
forces nor gathers classif ied information. Central Command [Pikud Mer-
kaz] places a high importance on maintaining freedom of movement and 
[enabling] photographers’ activity in the West Bank and won’t limit that 
activity unless there is a security or operational necessity to do so.”52 

8 January 2013. “ . . . Regarding [your] general claims about the attitude of 
the soldiers serving in Hebron towards photographers and media: there is 
no change in the view of Central Command . . . Central Command views, 
with utmost importance, maintenance of freedom of movement and press 
across the West Bank. Therefore, photography is allowed in the West Bank, 
provided it does not disturb soldiers’ work nor expose classif ied informa-
tion. This policy has been clarif ied to commanders and soldiers serving in 
all areas of the West Bank, including Hebron.”53

The off icial responses of this period are strikingly repetitive, a measure of the 
constrained terms of this bureaucratic genre, the stability of off icial regula-
tions, and an iterative grammar of denial where rights abuses were concerned. 
Throughout, the Israeli authorities take pains to stress the lawfulness of pho-
tographic documentation by Palestinian civilians and their commitment to 
protecting this right.54 In most of these state responses, the original violation 
addressed by B’Tselem escapes explicit mention, although sometimes appears 
on the margins of the text in an exculpatory register: “[T]he photographer was 
detained due to the soldier’s misunderstanding.”55 In each off icial response, the 
legality of photographic work in the occupied territories would be reaff irmed, as 
would the authorities’ commitment to protecting this right: “The basic premise 
is that there’s no legal prohibition to photograph in the West Bank, including 
taking photos of IDF soldiers even if during operational activity. The area au-
thorities, including IDF soldiers and border police, must act according to this 
understanding and in this spirit!”56 This July 2008 memo from Central Com-
mand, the portion of the military responsible for its activities in the West Bank, 
asserted the right to photograph in a particularly emphatic register, graphically 
emphasized with boldface type and an exclamation mark, a rare moment of af-
fective prose within an otherwise dispassionate bureaucratic genre.

These memos were also at pains to detail exceptions: namely, those events 
in which photography was not permitted and, by extension, those that merited 
detention or confiscation of the photographer or her gear. First and foremost were 
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incidents involving “sensitive and classif ied information” or those that “disturb 
the forces’ ongoing activity.” In the July 2008 memo referenced above, the latter 
was illustrated by way of example: “incidents in which photographers enter a 
f ield and stand between soldiers and terrorists during exchange of f ire,” thereby 
“interrupt[ing] their routine activity and endangering them.” Both were grounds 
for detention following a “warning.”57 When photographers disturbed routine op-
erations, or came between soldiers and “terrorists,” their equipment and materials 
could be legally seized. The same memo outlined the inverse: instances in which 
detention and confiscation was not permissible.

(F) The force commander must ensure that the equipment is not damaged, 
including the camera, f ilm, cassettes, etc. Film or videocassettes should not 
be removed from the camera and definitely must not be destroyed. The cam-
era should be taken with the material inside it and be transferred, as is, to 
the care of the Israeli police. (G)[T]he photographer is not required to present 
the photos or videos, nor should [security services] operate the camera and 
browse through the images, unless in the presence and guidance of the Is-
raeli police. . . . (H) If the on-site senior commander discovers that the pho-
tographer wasn’t responsible for the violation attributed to him . . . and if it 
is clear that these photographs can’t contribute to intelligence-gathering . . . 
he must be released immediately and his equipment returned.”58 

This detailed discussion outlines the legal terms of confiscation or seizure of 
photographic equipment. But it is equally a set of rules pertaining to their pres-
ervation, working at the micro-scale of the photographic event to identify steps 
required, by the Israeli security services, to safeguard the photographer’s work, 
materials, and associated gear. A legacy of malfeasance is evident on the docu-
ment’s margins within the mandate that the security services’ refrain from “op-
erat[ing] the camera and brows[ing] through the images.” Here, in the dispas-
sionate language of military guidelines, a set of routine abuses are inadvertently 
exposed.

Read against the daily experience of Palestinian videographers, these memos 
evidence the considerable distance between military law and practice, the perpet-
ual “gap between the off icial guidelines and the behavior of soldiers” with which 
B’Tselem and their camera operators were forced to habitually contend. For the 
military, this bureaucratic cycle offered considerable gains: chiefly, a formalized 
mechanism for dispensing with the human rights complaint through an assertion 
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of legal compliance. Each cycle of complaint and response, with its recitation of 
the terms of military compliance, functioned as a crucial performative platform 
for the Israeli authorities, an iterative occasion to reconsolidate a set of legal f ic-
tions pertaining to the Palestinian right to photograph. Indeed, state memos 
went well beyond the assertion of legal compliance by portraying the military 
as the benevolent protector of Palestinian photographers, committed to safe-
guarding their well-being and that of their photographic equipment (“make sure 
the equipment is not damaged . . . make sure that the photographer is not asked 
to present the photos . . .”). In the process, casting the photographer as a proxy 
for the Palestinian occupied population writ large, these memos also enacted a 
powerful f iction about military care.59

MASKED SETTLERS AND TECHNICAL CONSTRAINTS

The B’Tselem camera project was particularly active in the South Hebron hills 
during its early years. Victims of a history of Israeli state-sponsored de-devel-
opment, most villages in this region lacked connections to water and power 
supplies, permanent housing, and rudimentary social services like schools and 
health clinics. The contrast to neighboring Hebron was stark. In 2011, a time 
when cellular technologies were proliferating within Hebron’s middle-class 
neighborhoods, few families in the impoverished South Hebron hills had access 
to cellular or photographic technologies.60 Here, the training of camera volun-
teers began with the basics.

Nassar, the NGO’s f ieldworker for this region, conducted these trainings. “In 
the beginning, it’s the really simple things—you know, how to handle the camera, 
how to open it, how to use the zoom lens,” Nassar told me in 2011. “Some people 
hold it upside down because they really don’t know what it is.” He worked with a 
diverse population of volunteers: young and old, men and women. In later years, as 
women increasingly f illed the volunteer ranks, female-only workshops would be 
organized in an effort to boost their numbers. In these workshops, with the help 
of staff from the West Jerusalem off ice, f ieldworkers would also train new recruits 
on basic compositional skills: the f ield of vision, the long shot and its advantages, 
how and when to move the lens, and so on. To practice f ilming under conditions 
of duress, they played a soccer game with new volunteers, urging them to track 
the ball with their cameras “in order to understand how to follow what happens 
in the f ield.” The rapid movements of the game were meant as a proxy, the ball 
standing in for bodies in motion amidst a violent assault.
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The exercise was a practical necessity. In this region, assaults by militant 
settler populations were frequent and f ierce, bent on forcibly removing Palestin-
ians from their lands. On 8 June 2008, Palestinian shepherds were tending their 
f locks in the South Hebron village of Susiya when Jewish settlers arrived from a 
neighboring settlement, demanding their departure. The herders refused and the 
settlers departed, returning minutes later in larger numbers, masked and wielding 
clubs. A shepherd’s young niece, Muna al-Nawaj’ah, captured the ensuing violence 
on the family’s camcorder, provided by the B’Tselem project.

The short video she produced, one of the f irst viral videos of the B’Tselem 
project, was vivid in its detail.61 Muna’s camera faced the oncoming settlers as 
they walked with a slow and confident gait toward their targets. Their faces were 
draped with colored fabric, with only their eyes visible. One was bare-chested and 
all carried clubs—the neighboring settlement, with its signature red roofs, visible 
behind them. Muna’s elderly aunt and uncle appeared fleetingly in the foreground, 
clothed in traditional dress with arms at their sides, rocks in hands in anticipation 
of the impending assault. Her uncle turned suddenly from his attackers, standing 
his ground in def iance and averting his eyes—an image only partially captured 
by the camera’s viewfinder. The settlers met him and words were exchanged (or 
so it seemed from the image, for the sound was inaudible, drowned out by a heavy 
wind). Then the beating began. Most of this attack would not be captured on f ilm, 
as Muna dropped the camera in fear at the moment of the f irst strike.62

Muna’s footage—with its shaking lens, subjects moving in and out of the 
frame, concluding suddenly with a camera dropped in fear—was part of a genre 
of amateur eyewitness videography that was just beginning to consolidate at this 
early moment in the Palestinian video ecosystem: namely, eyewitness footage 
visibly imprinted by the somatic terror of its producer. Often, the grammar of 
terror was registered in sonic form, audible in the sounds of quickened breath, 
in footsteps of f light, or the startled cries of the unexpected eyewitness. This 
testimonial footage would often be f ilmed in hiding, shot through windows and 
sometimes behind grates, or shielded by the enclosures of balconies, all of which 
would be visible in the resultant image. As in Muna’s experience, the instance 
of heightened confrontation was often missing, foreclosed by a fallen camera, 
dropped in fright by the producer at the moment of attack, creating numerous 
challenges when the footage was used in the legal arena. The Israeli police, who 
arrived at the scene after the settlers retreated, conf iscated the cassette tape, 
taking it into custody in the Hebron police station. It took a week before the 
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B’Tselem team, after f iling an appeal with the police, was granted a copy. It was 
a rare case of successful retrieval.

As part of his routine work as a f ieldworker, Nassar made regular visits to 
households participating in the camera project, assessing both their well-being 
and that of their cameras. Regular maintenance and repairs were required, bat-
teries needed replacing, cameras needed upgrading. Refresher courses might be 
necessary, such as how to save a f ile or adjust a time stamp. New components 
would be provided, like memory cards or more powerful batteries, or rooftop 
surveillance cameras might be installed, particularly vital for families facing 
regular settler attacks from hilltop compounds. If technical needs could not be 
addressed on-site, support might be required from the West Jerusalem off ice, as 
when CDs were stuck in hard drives. Such technicalities were banal but crucial. 
If a battery was inadequate, capturing only an hour of continuous footage, the 
videographer might fail to record the entirety of a settler raid, as they often lasted 
over an hour. If a volunteer failed to set the date or time stamp correctly, problems 
could ensue in the legal arena when the NGO submitted footage for review with 
the Israeli authorities. Fieldworkers were aware that the political stakes in such 
technological matters were considerable.

Some technological problems were too diff icult for f ieldworkers, alone, to re-
solve. Challenges were acute in the aftermath of malicious retribution by soldiers 
or settlers, such as the attempted destruction or conf iscation of cassette tapes 
or data-sticks. Sometimes the material could be retrieved with clever computer 
work, or tapes held in police custody might be recovered by the organization, 
after numerous appeals. But such resolutions were always uncertain. Such was 
the case for a 2012 camera volunteer from Hebron who was assaulted by Israeli 
forces while f ilming their clash with local Palestinians. He sustained serious in-
juries and was detained at the Hebron police station, his camera confiscated in 
the process. It would be returned after the fact, following a formal appeal to the 
Israeli authorities by B’Tselem, but only after the memory card had been wiped 
clean. The organization f iled an off icial complaint with the military, calling for an 
investigation and reminding the authorities that “the Israeli military must permit 
video documentation in the occupied territories.” The military responded to the 
B’Tselem complaint with their standard reassertion of the exceptionality of the 
event, confirming the right of Palestinians in the West Bank to use their cameras 
as documentary tools, unless they posed a risk for the security services. But despite 
support from the West Jerusalem off ice, the footage was never recovered.63



C a m e r a s  U n de r  C u r f e w 6 7

CONTINGENCIES OF TRANSPORT

At the core of the B’Tselem camera project—a pillar of its operations—was the 
movement of footage from the West Bank to West Jerusalem. The NGO required 
original footage—in the form of cassette tapes, disks or memory sticks, unedit-
ed and metadata intact—for its work with the Israeli military law enforcement 
system.64 In an age of growing suspicion about provenance and authenticity, 
originals were also required by the Israeli media before footage could be aired. 
In the context of the highly militarized and regulated geography of military oc-
cupation, and given the restrictive time frame required by media bodies, the 
footage’s capacity to reach Jerusalem on time was always in doubt.

The organizational procedure for managing and moving footage was distrib-
uted between numerous actors within the NGO. If the camera operator had strong 
footage, with clear images of perpetrators, she was required to phone the local 
f ieldworker. Once the value of the footage had been established, the f ieldworker 
would visit the volunteer’s home to screen the material. Then, if they deemed 
the footage strong and viable, either as an advocacy or legal tool, they worked 
with the West Jerusalem team to organize its transport into Israel. In the case of 
a multi-sited attack within the West Bank, as sometimes coordinated by settlers, 
the labor was more complicated still. In these instances, multiple cameras would 
be involved, requiring the f ieldworker to move from village to village to gather 
the materials. Timing was always crucial. If the f ieldworker waited too long, the 
footage might be deleted by mistake, or perhaps the cassette tape would be reused 
for other purposes, a byproduct of the camera’s f lexible designation as a household 
tool. Sometimes the police arrived f irst, beating the f ieldworker to the house and 
conf iscating the footage. At that point, it was very diff icult to retrieve. Social 
media made this process more complicated, as volunteers might elect to upload 
their footage directly to their online accounts or personal platforms, this despite 
an organizational protocol to the contrary. “We are always afraid of YouTube,” I 
was told by a Hebron-based f ieldworker. Once such footage was in the public do-
main, she said, having bypassed institutional verif ication protocols, the material 
had less potential function as legal evidence or was of little interest to the Israeli 
media. For all these reasons, she had to be ready to review the footage at any time. 
“Whatever the hour, I go immediately. My phone is never off.”

In the early years of the B’Tselem video project, f ieldworkers often relied on the 
transfer of computer f iles over the internet, usually by means of an FTP applica-
tion, for initial assessment prior to its physical delivery. Given slow and irregular 
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internet functionality in the West Bank, the process was enormously cumbersome, 
particularly so in regions suffering from basic infrastructural neglect. Even in 
Hebron, a city with a developed infrastructure and regular electricity, the internet 
was slow and f ile transfer unpredictable. At times, capture and upload took the 
entirety of the night, a process whose speed and success rate depended on the f ile 
size and type and was often unreliable. File degradation often resulted, including 
loss of metadata, such that it could not be assessed in the West Jerusalem off ice 
with the requisite precision.

Even if retrieval by the f ieldworkers was successful, the question remained: 
How would it reach West Jerusalem? The regional f ieldworkers, like the volun-
teer videographers they oversaw, were all Palestinian residents of the West Bank 
and did not possess permits for entry into Israel.65 Sometimes, as a solution, they 
would deliver the materials to the nearest checkpoint where they would be met 
by B’Tselem employees with Israeli ID. If this was not possible, a range of other 
actors with the requisite permits or IDs were called upon to help. The organization 
relied upon a set of designated cab drivers for this job.

In May of 2013, I made this journey in reverse, traveling by cab from West 
Jerusalem to Hebron with one of B’Tselem’s regular cab drivers, a man frequently 
tasked with manual footage transfer. As a Palestinian resident of Jerusalem, with 
an Israeli ID and license plate, he could move legally between West Jerusalem 
and the West Bank. The drives did not bother him, as he had learned from ex-
perience how to remain undetected. Although his Israeli ID shielded him from 
a certain level of scrutiny, he always hid the small cassette tapes he transported 
just to avoid unnecessary problems, fearing unwanted scrutiny by soldiers at 
checkpoints. “They would say: ‘Why are you bringing it? Why are you working 
with them [B’Tselem]?’ I know them and how they act. So I conceal the tapes and 
nobody sees.” The trick, he says, is the empty cab. He made the drive to West Jeru-
salem unaccompanied, concerned about suspicions that a Palestinian rider might 
arouse. “The cab is empty, so I pass through the checkpoint without problems. 
Sometimes they ask me to open the trunk, and see that it’s empty, and that’s it. 
Nobody knows what I have in my pocket.” The small cassettes of that period, like 
the memory sticks that eventually replaced them, could be easily concealed. He 
credited their size with his successes.

The media cycle, with its particular temporal demands and evaluations, also 
presented a contingency factor. With the passing of time, the Israeli or global 
media might lose interest in any particular clip, its perceived value superseded 
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by footage of more recent settler incursion or military shooting. Within the con-
strained temporal demands of the media, footage from West Bank videographers 
might arrive to West Jerusalem too late: “If something happens in the afternoon 
in Susiya,” I was told by the NGO’s Israeli team, “and they [the f ieldworker] get the 
material, do the capturing, send it to us and then we send to the media—it might 
be too late. The news is at 8:00 pm. You know how it works. If it’s not from the 
same day, the television won’t use it.” Between the temporal constraints born of 
political violence and those imposed by the media, the ability to delivery materials 
on time was always uncertain.

CONCLUSION: MUSA’S OFFICE

The early years of the B’Tselem video ecosystem were not uniform. They varied 
greatly depending on the biography of the Palestinian videographer, the politi-
cal history of her community, her relative proximity to settler populations, the 
availability of necessary infrastructure, and so on. Some of the footage f ilmed 
in this period reached large Israeli and international audiences, both through 
B’Tselem’s work and later, as mobile networking technologies began to prolifer-
ate in the West Bank, via the social media platforms of individual videographers. 
Bilal Tamimi, the most seasoned and prolif ic of the Palestinian videographers 
chronicled here, whose work was closely tied to the popular struggle in Nabi 
Saleh, would garner a growing global audience. A savvy political activist, he had 
no illusions about the Israeli military justice system, well aware of the vanish-
ingly low rates of indictment for soldiers accused of violence against Palestin-
ians, including cases in which videographic evidence was abundant. As an expe-
rienced media actor, he also knew that even when his footage was strong, even 
when it arrived to West Jerusalem on time, and even when granted an airing on 
the Israeli evening news, as occurred numerous times in these years, it had little 
power to persuade most mainstream Jewish viewers who had, since at least the 
second intifada, grown tired of images of Palestinian victims. He brought the 
same political realism to his work with Israeli human rights actors and institu-
tions, cognizant of both the limits and tactical capacities of the human rights 
paradigm. 66 While he employed his camera as a radical anti-occupation tool, he 
did so without illusions.

I have proposed that this chapter might be read as a counterpart to the global 
dreams about digital revolution that were in circulation in the early twenty-f irst 
century. In these years, footage from the scene of Israeli violence in the West Bank 
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was becoming increasingly available to global audiences in something close to 
real time, f ilmed from the very midst of an Israeli incursion or bombardment. 
And in the process, a set of political dreams was activated: namely, that the me-
dia infrastructures of the digital age, seemingly annihilating space and time as 
never before, had a greater political capacity to move audiences and shift political 
landscapes. Or thus were the political investments of many.

This chapter, grounded in the ethnographic details of videographic production 
and circulation, provides a more sober assessment. In the West Bank, in the years 
chronicled here, Palestinian camera operators and video-activists labored amidst 
numerous constraints born of Israeli military rule. In the South Hebron hills, such 
constraints took the form of a legacy of Israel’s state-sponsored de-development: 
broken roadways, missing electrical grids, and digital infrastructures. Settler 
violence produced different kinds of obstacles for Palestinian camera operators, 
manifest in the challenges of f ilming under conditions of eruptive violence. Cam-
eras dropped in fear, in the face of such violence, generated additional problems 
when the footage entered a legal arena. Military restrictions on Palestinian move-
ment often took shape as the theft of time, manifest in the stalled movement of 
camerapersons and videotapes.67 All of these violences made their mark on the 
videographic ecosystem, stymying the movement of footage from point of origin 
in the West Bank to point of circulation in West Jerusalem.

Palestinian camera operators had creative ways to bypass these constraints, 
like concealing footage when crossing a checkpoint, or breaking military curfew 
to photograph, under threat of military force. But even then, they faced perpet-
ual uncertainties, often violent ones. Would a soldier block her lens or seize her 
memory card? Would the new battalion be as lenient as the one prior? Would the 
movement of footage be stalled by a vengeful or lengthy search of her vehicle?68 
In the matrix of these multiple constraints, byproducts of military rule in its var-
ious forms, the capacity for Palestinian testimonial footage to reach its Israeli or 
international audiences was always in doubt. Contra the digital dreams of many, 
the testimonial camera offered no guarantees.

In conclusion, I return to Musa’s home off ice. The space is crowded, f illed 
with B’Tselem reports and cartons of videocassettes, footage f ilmed during the 
second intifada period in his early years as a B’Tselem employee. The videographic 
subjects were standard fare, he said: the routine military beatings of Palestinian 
protestors, the checkpoint violations, the detentions of journalists. Musa charac-
terized some of the footage as “strong,” with clear images of military violence in 
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Hebron, where he lived and worked. Others were less strong, particularly when 
he was f ilming under threat of arrest or gunfire. He had revisited some of these 
cassettes while writing reports for the NGO, but many had neither been reviewed 
nor seen by others. These were the videos that had not been delivered on time, con-
strained by closures and curfew, attacks and detentions. In this window of delay, 
Musa said, their perceived value had been superseded by the next Israeli rights 
violation. So they had remained here, in his home off ice, where they functioned 
as an informal archive of sorts, a chronicle of military occupation as registered 
through his camera’s lens. But for now, at least, this archive had an audience of one.



7 2

Chapter 3

 SETTLER SCRIPTS

Conspiracy Cameras and Fake News 

On  7  J u ly  2 0 0 8 ,  a  b ou n d  a n d  bl i n df ol de d  Pa l e s t i n i a n  de mon -
strator, Ashraf Abu-Rahma, was shot at close range by an Israeli soldier in the 
West Bank village of Ni’ilin.1 Palestinian teenager Salaam Amira f ilmed the events 
clandestinely from her family’s back window.2 A few days later, following the 
assistance of an international activist who transported Salaam’s cassette tapes to 
B’Tselem, her footage would be aired on Israeli television. At the time, Palestinian 
eyewitness video from the occupied territories was something of a rarity within 
Israeli media spheres and still had the capacity to arrest Israeli audiences. They 
took notice. Salaam’s footage captivated Israeli audiences, spawning a national 
conversation about military responsibility for the shooting. Was the soldier legally 
responsible, pundits asked, or did responsibility fall to the commanding off icer? 

But a second storyline also followed the viral circuit: a story about fraudu-
lence. The footage was fake, some Israeli pundits argued, digitally manipulated 
by either the Palestinian videographer or the Israeli human rights organization 
in order to defame the Israeli state: “[The] video was edited. . . . Shooting sounds 
were added to the footage, it was shot on various dates, from several cameras. . . . 
The video we see now is the result of this. . . . Whoever made this deserves an 
Oscar.”3 Initially, this accusation of fraudulence emerged as a minor discourse in 
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the Israeli mainstream media. But the charge would grow in scale and volume 
over the three years that the Ni’ilin shooting remained in the Israeli public eye, 
picking up steam as the case moved into the military court, eventually supported 
by a minority decision from a judge. The stakes were considerable. Through the 
charge of fraudulence, accusers labored to revise the visual scene of Israeli state 
violence against Palestinians, removing the Israeli perpetrator and Palestinian 
victim from the frame. In the eyes of these accusers, the very future of the Jewish 
state was at stake.

This chapter studies the evolution of the fraudulence accusation as directed 
against video footage of Israeli state and settler violence in the f irst two decades 
of the twenty-f irst century.4 I focus on the Israeli and pro-Israeli publics who lev-
eraged the charge, including military spokespersons, Israeli settler media outlets, 
and Zionist conspiracy theorists in the United States. The accusation evolved into 
a social script of sorts, rooted in a repetitive set of narrative gestures, analytic 
operations, and logics of denial. Although repetitive, the script was also dynamic, 
f lexible enough to change in accordance with shifts in the political or media 
landscape. The spread of the evolving script was enabled by an emerging cadre 
of self-styled experts from the military and private sector who, working both in 
legal and media arenas, provided the analytic and conceptual skills, including a 
body of forensic strategies, required to mount a persuasive repudiation charge.5 
The objects of their repudiation were scenes of state and settler violence, f ilmed by 
a variety of actors: Palestinian bystanders and human rights workers, Israeli and 
international activists and journalists, stationary CCTV cameras, and so forth. For 
the accusers, this emerging archive would be grouped under the singular rubric 
of enemy footage. By the end of this period chronicled here, their repudiation 
script, taking aim at so-called enemy footage, had migrated from the conspirato-
rial blogosphere into the halls of the Israeli parliament. Once a marginal internet 
fantasy, it would be adopted as the language of state. 

At the core of this chapter are some of the most widely publicized repudiation 
campaigns of this period. All involved shootings of Palestinians by the Israeli 
security forces and all were caught on camera: the 2000 killing of Muhammad Al-
Durrah; the 2008 injury of Ashraf Abu- Rahma; the 2014 killing of two Palestinian 
youth in Beitunia. I am interested in the social history of these campaigns as they 
made their way through Israeli media and legal spheres, moving f luidly between 
radio talk shows and military courtrooms, in the hands of conspiracy theorists 
and state spokespersons alike. In both media and legal arenas, the script proved 
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to be relatively immune to countervailing evidence, regardless of the volume of 
corroborating video, its precision, or its clarity.6 As such, the charge of Palestin-
ian fraudulence functioned as a kind of performative speech-act: installing the 
effects it named. 

This script has a considerable history. As we know from postcolonial studies, 
the repudiation of indigenous claims of various kinds (to history, land, humanity, 
etc.) was a foundational logic of all colonial projects: namely, the charge that the 
indigenous claim was inauthentic or fabricated in some respect.7 Such forms of re-
pudiation were crucial in enabling the violence of colonialism in its various forms.
This dynamic was also at work in the early history of Zionist settler nationalism 
and would have a lasting hold on dominant Israeli ideology in decades hence.8 The 
accusation also winds its way through the history of photography, traceable to the 
very onset of photographic technologies in the nineteenth century, magnifying 
in scale and precision in the digital age.9 Such accusations would proliferate in 
the digital age, fueled by the rise of photo-editing software. In the social media 
era, the charge would become so widespread as to underwrite the visual f ield at 
every point along its networked circuit, shadowing the digital image as a kind of 
co-constituent.10 

This chapter is interested in the interplay between these histories—namely, 
the history of colonialism on the one hand and digital visuality on the other. 
The growth and spread of the fraudulence charge in the f irst two decades of the 
twenty-f irst century can be understood as an attempt to recalibrate the terms of 
the longstanding colonial project of denial to meet the considerable threats posed 
by the digital media moment. In the f irst two decades of the twenty-f irst century, 
greater numbers of Palestinians were f ilming the scene of state violence with their 
personal cameras, and their footage was circulating virally. The perceived threat 
to Israel’s public image was considerable—or so Israeli right-wing publics, and 
their international supporters, believed. This chapter, then, tracks the ways that 
the Israeli charge of Palestinian fakery, with its long colonial history, was being 
recalibrated in the smartphone age. 

Like other chapters in this book, this is a study of media emergence: more 
pointedly, the emergence, growth, and popularization within Israel of a politi-
cized discourse of videographic fakery. These were years well before the perceived 
threat of so-called deep fakes. Within human rights communities and legal arenas 
in both Israel and Palestine, as on the global stage, protocols for authenticating 
videographic evidence were still emerging.11 And all this occurred well before 
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the onset of what would become, in the Trump era, the prevalent charge of fake 
news, a narrative that the Israeli repudiation script anticipated and preceded by 
almost a decade.12 Today, at the time of this writing, the very ordinariness of the 
fake news charge, now widely deployed as a tool of right-wing populism, threatens 
to mask the history of its evolution as a political tool. In the case studied here, the 
repudiation script had to be cultivated and learned before it acquired its broad 
intelligibility. This chapter is a chronicle of such cultivation.

PALESTINIAN THEATRICS

The Israeli repudiation script, taking aim at the videographic f ield, had its roots 
in the early days of the second Palestinian intifada. The event in question was 
the infamous shooting of 12-year-old Muhammad Al-Durrah on 30 September 
2000, trapped with his father in a crossf ire between Israeli troops and Palestin-
ian gunman in the Gaza Strip.13 This 45-minute incident was f ilmed for French 
television by Palestinian correspondent Talal Abu Rahma, and images from his 
footage would rapidly go viral, beginning with the scene of Muhammad crouch-
ing in terror with his father, shooting underway around them, and culminat-
ing with the child’s crumpled body in his father’s lap. The scale of the footage’s 
reach was virtually unprecedented in the history of the military occupation, 
“broadcast from Malaysia to Morocco, from Frankfurt to Tokyo,” appearing on 
“the front pages of the world’s newspapers and . . . plastered on walls throughout 
the Palestinian territories.”14 “Palestine’s emblematic child,” wrote Le Monde.15 
For Muslim audiences in the Middle East, for whom the footage was perpetually 
repeatedly replayed on television news, Al-Durrah was mourned as a martyr, an 
icon of Palestinian victimization.16 Within Israeli state and mainstream imagi-
nations, the event would be read through a hasbara optic, with an emphasis on 
the deleterious implications for Israel’s public image.17 In this storyline, the viral 
frames would be credited with severe media damage, “f ix[ing] Israel’s image as 
a brutal and bloodthirsty country” and “inciting violence against both Israel and 
Jews.”18 Within Israel, the event would be widely perceived as a public relations 
disaster, one of the most damaging media incident’s in Israel’s history.19 

The campaign to repudiate the Al-Durrah footage would unfold gradually in 
the years that followed, waged chiefly from France and the United States (see Im-
age 15). Repudiators pointed to a myriad of supposedly suspicious elements: blurry 
frames at the moment of the shooting, cuts made to the footage by the French 
production crew, the question of why f ilming ceased when it did. All these issues, 
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they said, begged the question of veracity. In 2000, at the time of the incident, the 
Israeli military had taken responsibility for the shooting, stating that “this was a 
grave incident, an incident we are all sorry about.”20 Their stance would change in 
2005 when they “publicly retracted the original admittance of IDF responsibility 
in the alleged incident.”21 In 2008, the director of the Israeli government press 
off ice, Danny Seaman, would cement the military retraction, as telegraphed by 
the title of his op-ed in the mainstream Israeli media: “Palestinian Industry of 
Lies: Media Manipulation Has Become Strategic Arab Weapon Against Israel.”22 
Israeli media pundits advanced the accusation, reminding their audiences that 
“an image, even a video, may be the perfect lie.”23

At the helm of the Al-Durrah campaign was a small cadre of self-styled experts 
in Palestinian media manipulation, as they put it. American academic Richard 
Landes was among them, working closely with physicist Nahum Shahaf.24 Here is 
Landes describing his 2003 screening of the original footage, accompanied by an 
Israeli cameraman who had worked with the original French TV crew:

im age 15 . Part of international conspiracy campaign against the veracity of the Al-Durrah 
footage. No date. Source: Breitbart News.
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Much of the footage had a familiar quality: it resembled the footage I had 
seen in Shahaf’s studio, either boring or staged. At one point a Palestinian 
adult grabbed his leg as if he’d been shot and limped badly. Here, for the 
“scene” to work, a half-dozen others should have picked him up and run 
him past cameras to an ambulance. But only kids gathered around him who 
were too small to pick him up. The man shooed them away, looked around, 
realized no one’s coming, and walked away without a limp. [The] Israeli 
cameraman laughed. When I asked why, he said, “It seems staged.” I replied, 
“Everything seems staged.” And then the other shoe dropped. . . . At that mo-
ment I realized the full-double-extent of the problem: Palestinians stage all 
the time, and Western journalists have no trouble with that.25

Faked injuries, comical limps, staging practices. Landes would coin a neologism 
to describe such processes of tactical theatrics: “Pallywood,” his term for “the 
Palestinian national f ilm industry in which ‘militant’ journalists and street ac-
tors produce staged news as propaganda.”26 

The international campaign against the Al-Durrah footage, centered on a 
theory about tactical theatrics, would both set the stage for all subsequent repu-
diation campaigns and provide a roadmap that suspicious publics could follow. 
It would take over a decade for this storyline to gain popular traction in Israel. In 
those years, the narrative would eventually consolidate into a script that could 
be easily employed by Israelis at home, and their supporters abroad, as a means 
of managing their country’s international image in the age of viral video.

THE SCRIPT TAKES SHAPE

Return to the footage with which this chapter began: the shooting of Ashraf 
Abu-Rahma by an Israeli soldier in the West Bank village of Ni’ilin, f ilmed by 
Salaam Amira in July 2008.27 The incident emerged out of a history of Israeli mil-
itary aggression and Palestinian struggle. Two months prior, Israel had renewed 
construction of the separation barrier in the Ni’ilin area, threatening mass ex-
propriations of village lands. The community responded with a wave of nonvio-
lent protests that drew hundreds of local, Israeli and international activists into 
Ni’ilin’s f ields. The military crackdown was swift and harsh: tear gas and rubber 
bullets, beatings and arrests, closure and curfew.28 In the course of the months 
that followed, two Palestinian youth would be killed by the Israeli security forc-
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es. A spokesperson for the Israeli border police, responding to B’Tselem calls for 
an off icial inquiry, defended the military’s actions, arguing that “anyone who 
enters a danger zone is putting themselves at risk.”29

Salaam Amira’s footage begins with a Ni’ilin protest against the Israeli author-
ities. Abu-Rahma is visible at the demonstration’s center, waving a Palestinian 
f lag as journalists look on. There is a break in the footage, resuming with the 
image of Abu-Rahma detained at a checkpoint, sitting bound and blindfolded 
in the hot sun, military personnel standing by. Another break in the footage and 
Abu-Rahma has been moved upright, an off icer’s hand f irmly on his arm. An 
adjacent soldier lifts his gun at close range, facing the detainee. The sound of a 
shot f ired. The ensuing frames are blurry because Salaam dropped her camera in 
shock, her gesture registering as a series of blurred and black frames. When her 
footage resumes, Abu-Rahma is shown lying on the ground, soldiers bent over his 
injured body. He sustained a foot injury and was released.30 

Ni’ilin was under curfew at the time of the shooting, preventing the move-
ment of residents and the transfer of Salaam’s footage. As a result, her original 
cassette tapes remained in her family’s home for two weeks before they could 
be transported to B’Tselem’s Jerusalem off ice with the assistance of an inter-
national activist. Once received, B’Tselem lodged a formal complaint with the 
Israeli military police, demanding a full investigation, and then sent the footage 
to the Israeli media for a possible screening. Salaam’s family suffered numerous 
reprisals as a result of the ensuing publicity, including arrests and denial of work 
permits. B’Tselem “accused the Israeli army of seeking revenge for the girl’s role 
in exposing the actions of its armed forces in the West Bank.”31

The Ni’ilin protest movement had garnered little national attention in the 
Israeli media, but Salaam’s footage received broad coverage. While most Israeli 
audiences focused on the role of the military in the incident, concerns about fakery 
and digital manipulation were also persistent, although in a more minor key. 
Mainstream media pundits led the charge, with television anchors and radio hosts 
addressing “the element of video editing” and inviting B’Tselem spokespersons 
to address the accusation.32 Many took aim at the footage’s belated arrival to the 
B’Tselem off ices, raising questions about the two-week delay in investigation and 
publication.33 Other Israeli commentators queried the “suspicious” black spots on 
the footage following the sound of gunfire, asking “what happened in the second 
after the camera blacked out?”34 B’Tselem responded with detailed information 
about their standard verif ication process, including a media dossier outlining 
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their protocols for forensic analysis and subsequent f indings of videographic 
authenticity.35 As they noted to the media, the Israeli police’s criminal forensic 
unit, with the assistance of their “number one expert on digital photography,” had 
found the tape “authentic and undoctored.”36 But their critics were not mollif ied, 
insisting that something malevolent had happened behind the scenes to produce 
these “horrendous images.”37

The charge of fraudulence entered the military courtroom during the trial and 
sentencing phase of the soldier and commanding officer involved in the shooting.38 The 
defense drew heavily on the expertise of Nahum Shahaf, a veteran of the Al-Durrah 
repudiation campaign, who “accuse[d] B’Tselem of forgery.”39 Pulling from the Al-
Durrah playbook, Shahaf argued that the nature of the forgery was twofold, comprised 
of both digital manipulation and Palestinian theatrics. Drawing on acoustical analysis 
of the audio track, he contended that “[t]he sounds of gunshots were produced in 
post-editing” and argued that his forensic analysis of “the geometry of the path of the 
bullet” had proven that Abu-Rahma’s alleged injury was a physical impossibility.40 
Shahaf’s arguments also cast doubt on the very body of Abu-Rahma: 

I examined the video frame by frame . . . [and] he did not fall immediately 
to the ground as you might expect from a man with an injured foot. He 
turned away. You can see him standing on two legs and resting precisely on 
the left injured leg. Then, the f ilm was cut with apparently deliberate edit-
ing and you see him lying down on the sidewalk. I want to stress that there is 
no photographic evidence of the alleged left-toe injury.41

In the hands of the defense, the charge of videographic inauthenticity worked 
by banishing all traces of military violence from the original incident. Abu-Rah-
ma’s injured body, Salaam’s camera dropped in fear, the video’s belated circuit, 
as a result of military closure—all were read as signs of malfeasance, evidence 
of Palestinian or human rights trickery, rather than as byproducts of military 
violence in its various forms. Shahaf’s f indings would receive considerable Israeli 
mainstream media coverage—“Physicist: Ni’ilin Shooting Tape Doctored,” in the 
words of one headline.42 This analysis, “proving that the f ilm had been doctored,” 
would be covered in minute detail, while B’Tselem’s investigative dossier, backed 
by the f indings of the Israeli police’s criminal forensic unit, were largely excised 
from the national conversation. 43

B’Tselem would decry the outcome of the legal trial, with the lenient sentence 
issued to the soldier and commanding off icer involved, arguing that the policy of 
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impunity within the military justice system fostered such incidents of violence 
against Palestinians.44 The court rejected the charge of videographic inauthen-
ticity. Two of three judges in the case sided with the prosecution, ruling that the 
defense had presented insuff icient evidence to support the doctoring charges.45 
But the third judge dissented, leaning heavily on Shahaf’s dossier: “I suspect that 
the publicly presented f ilm includes, in fact, a combination of some f ilms taken in 
different places and at different time periods. I further suspect that the f ilm blurs 
and omits parts that were f ilmed immediately after the shooting.”46 This judge 
also ruled Salaam’s testimony not credible, arguing that “[t]he Palestinian wom-
an’s argument, that she did not f ilm after the shooting because she accidentally 
dropped the camera, is contradicted by other evidence.”47 This minority opinion 
would set the stage for legal ratif ication of the repudiation script in years to come.

During the course of the Ni’ilin incident, from the time of the video’s initial 
circulation through the three-year military trial, the repudiation script would 
develop and mature. The charge of fraudulence had been a persistent storyline 
in the national media in the aftermath of the video’s release, but only in a minor 
key. By the time of the trial’s conclusion, this accusation had received the legal 
imprimatur of the Israeli military court, albeit in the form of a minority opinion.48 
The script was beginning to capture Israeli imaginations, starting to function as 
an important political tool in the national f ight against, in the estimation of some, 
Palestinian lies and incitement.

 “THE BOY WHO WASN’T REALLY KILLED”

In May 2011, I visited the Jerusalem off ices of the Israeli military’s social media 
team, then housed within the division of the military spokesperson unit. Their 
work with social media as a hasbara platform was only three years old, having 
begun spontaneously during the 2008–2009 Israeli war on the Gaza Strip.49 I 
had come to their off ices to interview the head of their social media team, but, 
having arrived early, I was invited to join their team’s consultation session with 
Richard Landes. He was well known in those off ices for his Pallywood work, the 
focus of two English-language blogs that he maintained.50 They sought Landes’s 
advice on matters of anti-Israeli media bias and Palestinian media manipula-
tion.

The timing of Landes’s visit was crucial. The Israeli military was still stinging 
from the aftermath of the highly publicized voyage of the Mavi Marmara in May 
2010, a naval convoy of activists who had attempted to break the Israeli blockade 
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of the Gaza Strip.51 Israeli commandos had raided the convoy, killing nine activ-
ists. The images of Israel’s lethal assault, f ilmed by activists with their personal 
cameras and shared on social media, had been a viral scandal for the military. 
Their own visual record of the incident reached global publics a day later, mired 
by infrastructural challenges and internal state debates. In that lag time, activists 
had gained the media upper hand. A familiar lament was replayed: Israeli was 
losing the media war. Now, at the time of Landes’s visit, a military media win was 
desperately needed.

I was led to a small conference room where Landes’s informal lecture was 
already underway. The room was crowded, with a dozen uniformed soldiers, men 
and women, seated on chairs and tabletops. Most of those present were recent Is-
raeli immigrants from France, England, and Germany who were selected for work 
in this unit because of their ability to communicate with international publics in 
their vernacular. Landes’s lecture began with Al-Durrah, the case that def ined 
his multi-year crusade against Palestinian fraudulence. He walked his audience 
through his f indings with the aid of a small television and VCR, showing clips 
from the short f ilm he produced on the subject. The boy wasn’t really killed by 
the Israeli military as Palestinians and the international media claimed, he con-
tended. “You see this blood? It should be darker.” The whole thing was a set-up, he 
argued, an elaborate staging for the international camera. Here, as in his writings, 
Landes described a case of media manipulation that, in his rendering, was the 
rule rather than the exception where Palestinian claims of death and injury at 
Israeli military hands were concerned. He explained to those present that he 
had been making inroads with the Israeli government on such issues, working 
through military spokespeople.

Lances had a rapt audience, eager for his advice on media matters. He urged 
them not to lose sight of history: namely, those prior media events when false 
Palestinian accusations gained international traction. He provided a list of some 
notable instances: the Jenin massacre of 2002, the Mavi Marmara in 2010. These 
and others, he said, required careful scrutiny by their unit. “Documenting the 
past is very important. Go back and ask, did the media get it right?”

Those in the room had many comments and questions. The head of the so-
cial media team noted the numerous “false accusations” that had been leveraged 
during the 2008–2009 Israeli military operation in the Gaza Strip. Landes con-
curred, reminding them of Palestinians claims that Israel had targeted a United 
Nations’ school during the course of the bombardment. In fact, he said, the Israeli 
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mortar strike had landed outside the school, and thanks to the work of “scrupu-
lous Israeli bloggers,” the UN was forced to issue a retraction.52 A soldier in the 
room added another false accusation to Landes’s list, citing a 2006 claim about 
a Palestinian girl killed by the Israeli military. Later, the soldier noted, the girl’s 
death would be attributed to injuries sustained from falling off a swing.53 Yes, 
that was also a victory, Landes said, and the military’s media team needed more 
victories like these, more successful retractions and renunciations. “Pallywood is 
everywhere,” he added. “There is a serious price to pay for telling the truth about 
Palestinians, but no price to pay for lying about Israel.”

The response within this military crowd was charged. They listened closely, 
raising questions and sharing ideas about media strategy, implementation, and 
narrative focus. One soldier proposed an “ongoing series called Media Watch” 
while another suggested that they prepare materials in advance, ready to be de-
ployed when the need arises. Landes recommended working with bloggers to 
spread the military’s narratives: 

Landes: They will be a magnif ier for your story. Use them to amplify your 
media reach.

Soldier: But should our focus be empirical refutation of these events, or 
spinning new stories?

Landes: Depends. What do you have in mind?

Soldier: Like, the goods going to Gaza through Israeli checkpoints. We could 
play up that stuff.

It was a storyline about state humanitarianism in which the Israeli government 
had already invested considerable energy, an attempt to defray the “bad press” 
that had resulted from Israel’s blockade of the Gaza Strip.

Landes liked the idea. “When you emphasize the good stuff, we [bloggers] can 
help you. You provide the stats, we can do the work.” He spoke about the overblown 
nature of international media coverage of the Israeli occupation, citing their per-
sistent failure to report on Israeli military restraint. This, too, should be the subject 
of their work. “Show just how disciplined the Israeli army is. Document it. And 
if there are some articles you need written, we would be happy to write them.”

A suggestion from the crowd: “What about going out in the territories and 
f ilming photographers, watching what they are doing?”
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Landes agreed, this was crucial element of the overall media strategy. “Pay 
attention to the NGOs. They are also cognitive warriors,” he said, employing a 
phrase he employed frequently during this lecture.54 “You should go to the weekly 
demonstrations at Bi’ilin and see what the photojournalists are doing.” He re-
hearsed his trademark argument about Palestinian theatrics for the camera, a 
staple of his blog, about the ways “they stage scenes of people being shot in cold 
blood.” As a corrective, he proposed employing a “team of forensic experts” to 
examine all video evidence published by Palestinians and the Israeli NGOs that 
support them.

“Journalism is a theater of war,” he said, wrapping up. “And western journalists 
are being manipulated to tell the story that Palestinians want to hear. They are 
being intimidated to tell this story, but they can’t admit it.” The military team must 
be ready to counter these stories—to discredit Palestinian staging and outright 
lies. And unlike some recent military failures in the domain of public diplomacy, 
in which they had been outflanked by their enemies due to media delays, their 
work had to be immediate.55 Timeliness was of the essence.

“Think of it like a chess game,” he concluded. “You have to imagine what their 
next move will be.”

Throughout the course of the two decades studied here, the Al-Durrah incident 
remained at the heart of the repudiation paradigm, the touchstone for all further 
campaigns. By extension, the state’s perceived missteps in their initial response 
to the incident—namely, their apology for lethal violence—worked as a crucial 
cautionary tale for state actors. In all these respects, the case would set the terms 
of the repudiation script as it consolidated and gained a national foothold. 

In 2012, a government review committee would be convened by Prime Minister 
Netanyahu “to examine the Al-Durrah affair in light of the continued damage 
it has caused to Israel”—a committee whose supposed expertise, “comprised 
of numerous specialists,” would be praised by the Israeli media.56 Neither the 
testimony of Jamal Al-Durrah, father of the slain boy, nor any other Palestinian 
witnesses present at the scene would be solicited, nor would the committee heed 
the family’s calls to exhume the dead boy’s body. In the report produced the 
following year (2013), the committee’s ostensible experts would cast doubt on 
Palestinian claims, concluding that the Israeli military was not responsible for 
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the child’s death. In the words of the government’s press release: “The review 
revealed that there is no evidence that Jamal [the father] or the boy were wounded 
in the manner claimed . . . and that the footage does not depict Jamal as having 
been badly injured. In contrast, there are numerous indications that the two were 
not struck by bullets at all.”57 The report paid close attention to the Palestinian 
bodies involved, arguing that despite their best efforts to play dead, their bodies 
gave them away: “The raw footage shows clearly that in the f inal scenes, the boy 
is not dead. In the f inal seconds of the footage, the boy raises his arm and turns 
his head in the direction of Al-Durrah [the father] in what are clearly intentional 
and controlled movements.”58 

The state commission exonerated the Israeli security services in Al-Durrah’s 
death. But, they also went further to insist that he wasn’t actually dead. Right-wing 
Israeli newspapers put it succinctly in their headlines: “Muhammad Al-Dura: 
The Boy Who Wasn’t Really Killed.” Netanyahu praised the outcome: “There is 
only one way to f ight lies, and that is with the truth.”59 In 2013, with the f indings 
of the state commission on Al-Durrah, the repudiation script had gained a state 
imprimatur. The stakes were considerable, as Netanyahu made clear following 
the f indings of the state commission. The Al-Durrah incident, he argued, was a 
theater of war against Israel: 

[It] has come to symbolize the ongoing propaganda against the State of Is-
rael. While this war does not involve bullets and missiles, it is, nonetheless, 
as vicious and as destructive. This war, being fought in the sphere of public 
diplomacy, propagates lies and libels in an effort to cast Israel as an interna-
tional pariah and strip her of all legitimacy and credibility . . . 60 

The war on Palestinian fakery was nothing less than a struggle for Israel’s polit-
ical survival.

THROUGH THE SETTLERS’ LENS 

Jewish settlers in the occupied Palestinian territories, and the media organiza-
tions that represented them, were relatively late to employ cameras as political 
tools in any organized fashion. In May 2013, I paid a visit to an Israeli media cen-
ter based in West Jerusalem (Tazpit) that was working to correct this problem, 
laboring to present the settler’s perspective.61 They began in 2010 in an explicit 
attempt to counter the cameras of B’Tselem—which, as they saw it, had a cam-
era monopoly in the region. “In those early days,” Tazpit staff told me, “every-
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thing that you saw was from [B’Tselem’s] perspective. But there are two sides of 
the story. There’s B’Tselem with their agenda. They believe that Jews don’t have 
the right to be in Judea and Samaria. We believe that Jews should be in Judea and 
Samaria.” They referred to the West Bank by their biblical names, as was stan-
dard settler practice, a means of grounding contemporary Israeli sovereignty in 
biblical history. The name of their organization articulated their goals succinct-
ly. “Tazpit,” meaning “observation post,” marked their interest in an alternative 
political vantage point. It also denoted their rootedness within a settler ideology 
in which Jewish Israeli control of territorial heights was a strategic priority.62

In Tazpit’s early years, it focused on changing the Israeli and international media 
narrative by means of alternative photographs shot from the settlers’ perspective. They 
began slowly with a handful of untrained volunteer photographers working with basic 
digital cameras “that weren’t that great and didn’t work well.” At the time of my 2013 
visit, the organization boasted a team of thirteen Israeli reporters and photographers, 
most living in West Bank settlements, all with press credentials. In the three years 
since their founding, they had fashioned themselves into a hub for camera distribution 
within the settler population. In addition to their certified reporters, they worked 
with over a hundred volunteer photographers, situated throughout the West Bank 
(“where are we located precisely? I can’t tell you”). Together, these paid employees 
and volunteers were generating a counter-archive of settler images, a counterweight 
to those produced by Palestinians and their Israeli partners in the West Bank. Their 
photographers filmed chiefly “in their own communities.” But their cameras were 
everywhere, they said, “throughout Judea and Samaria.”

Existing media portrayals of settlers and settlement life were riddled with 
falsehoods, they argued, erroneously painting them as violent extremists. As a 
corrective, the organization aimed to present a fuller picture, including portraits 
of everyday settler lives, cultural exploits, and humanitarian ventures. On the 
day of our conversation, Tazpit employees were scrambling to f ile stories about 
the fatal stabbing of a Jewish settler by a Palestinian man in the northern West 
Bank. “In international reports,” I am told by a member of the organization, “he 
[the settler] was referred to as a hard-liner, some kind of extremist. In reality, 
he was also an actor who was part of a theater troupe. There’s a lot more to this 
person than just the tag ‘settler.’” Her article about his theatrical exploits would 
be published two days later.63

Tazpit leadership told a story of rampant visual manipulation by “the other 
side.” It wasn’t just the Arabs who did it, said Amotz Eyal, the organization’s 
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founder (he avoided the term “Palestinian”). Rather, their Israeli and interna-
tional supporters were equally to blame. Manipulation took numerous forms: 
sometimes as image repurposing or fraudulent captioning, as when Arabs used 
photographs from Afghanistan to frame the Israeli military for crimes they didn’t 
commit.64 Other times, it took the form of malicious misattribution of violent 
events. For example, he argued, Arabs frequently cut down their own trees and 
blamed settlers, employing fraudulent images as evidence. The same was true of 
car-torching incidents that were attributed to Jewish extremists. “Feuding Arab 
clans,” he insisted, were chiefly to blame.

The story of Palestinian theatricality for the camera was prominent within 
the organization. Amotz provided the example of a prominent Israeli f ilm 
producer who worked as an activist in the Hebron area. “It’s all a set-up,” he 
said, referring to his footage of settler attacks on Palestinian civilians. “He’s a 
professional and directs the whole thing.” Tazpit camera operators refused to 
engage in such theatrical tactics and, as a result, found themselves at a media 
disadvantage. Without the elaborate choreography employed by Palestinians, 
“our images tend to suffer.”

Sitting with Amotz in front of his off ice computer, we screened a collection of 
Tazpit footage from the Friday protests in the Palestinian village of Nabi Saleh—an 
epicenter, he argued, of Arab fakery. He pointed to a f igure on the screen, identify-
ing a Nabi Saleh photographer who regularly f ilmed the weekly demonstrations: 
“Here’s the B’Tselem cameraman, standing here.” He let the video play for several 
minutes, eager to stress the thematic contrast between Tazpit’s video archive, and 
that of his enemies. “Now, you see the stones and the slingshot in their hands?” He 
pointed to a small group Palestinian youths in the image, many of whom he could 
identify by name. “The B’Tselem camera appeals to the pity of people: ‘What a poor 
child.’ But sometimes they have slingshots or Molotov cocktails.” These are the 
kinds of images, he said, that B’Tselem would never show. This accusation suffused 
Tazpit’s work: namely, the claim that the Israeli human rights community was 
systematically distorting the visual f ield.65 Tazpit’s most senior photographer, a 
settler from Ofra, made the argument this way:

They [B’Tselem] show only the Palestinian side, only what they want to see. 
At the moment, we are the only organization that is showing the Israeli side 
[in the territories], the Jewish side, the silenced side. . . . So, if I stand next 
to a B’Tselem’s photographer, we would take pictures of the same object. He 
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would def initely show something other than what I show. In their footage, 
the soldiers never look good. Never.

At the core of the Tazpit repudiation paradigm was the concept of “what 
came before.” The phrase was repeatedly invoked by those in the organization 
as we sat around their off ice computers discussing B’Tselem footage. Had the 
videographer turned on the camera earlier, or if B’Tselem hadn’t edited the 
initial frame, the argument went, we would have seen the originating Arab 
violence—that which preceded, and justif ied, the soldier shooting or settler 
beating. “What came before” denoted all that had been excluded from the vid-
eographic frame through a manipulative foreshortening of the event, either by 
the Palestinian camera operators themselves or the Israeli human rights image 
brokers. This pre-event was invariably a provocation or act of “incitement” from 
Arabs or their Israeli supporters, consistently clearing the ostensible Israeli 
perpetrator of wrongdoing. In this imagined zone of pre-footage, the political 
record was always set straight.

At my behest, I joined Amotz and several Tazpit employees to screen footage 
shot by B’Tselem’s Palestinian camera operators in the West Bank. We started 
with a 2008 beating of Palestinian shepherds by masked settler youth in Susiya, 
f ilmed by Muna al-Nawaj’ah.66 We had just concluded a conversation about Pal-
lywood—the accusation of Palestinian tactical theatrics for the camera—and I 
asked Amotz if this accusation would apply here. He paused before answering: 
“Okay, not in this case. It’s not a set-up,” he conceded. “But it is incitement. I can 
promise you that the Arabs started it by shouting and cursing. It’s just that no one 
showed them on f ilm.” Another Tazpit employee chimed in:

Tazpit employee: It’s all about timing, the timing of the documentation. 
Usually when you see B’Tselem videos, they are showing you the response 
to Arabs throwing rocks or something, so you just see the soldiers reacting, 
but you don’t see what led up to it.

Rebecca: So for the sake of argument, what if you saw the entire thing? 
These are pretty horrif ic images. For a US audience, it brings up all sorts of 
associations. If you saw the whole thing, would that possibly exonerate the 
masked men?

Tazpit employee: I think it would give a more complete picture of what’s go-
ing on. When you just see certain excerpts, you’re getting a completely mis-
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construed idea of what’s happening. There’s more to this than what you’re 
seeing—that’s what we’re saying.

Amotz: Look, there’s only one minute here—one minute from, let’s say, a 
thirty-minute episode.

Tazpit employee: [quoting the title of another B’Tselem video] “Palestinian 
Boy Injured by Israeli Army.” Okay, but what did he do before? 

“What came before” was a repudiation tool of last resort, called upon when other 
accounts of visual manipulation failed. It was a highly flexible accusation, easily 
marshaled, almost regardless of the nature of the incident in question. The tempo-
rality of this accusation was crucial to its success. “What came before” referenced 
the past, but in very vague terms—maybe a minute, maybe an hour, before the 
clip in question—and did not require temporal specificity. Nor was it predicat-
ed on visible evidence. And herein lay the argumentative tautology. The invisible 
evidence of “what came before” could be surmised by the accuser even though it 
could not be seen, surmised less on the basis of visual clues than ontological ones. 
“It’s just the way they are,” the argument seemed to go. The claim merely required 
a reassertion of that old colonial truism: the lying nature of the Arab.

At the time of our 2013 interview, Amotz was hopeful about Tazpit’s larger 
political project of correcting the visual record. By producing their own images, 
he argued, they had successfully changed the photographic balance of power: 
“Once, the cameras were only on one side, and it was very easy to produce a forgery. 
Today it’s more diff icult.” Even the mere threat of Tazpit’s presence in the f ield, he 
argued, helped to dissuade dissimulators. “If we are there, it’s harder”—harder, he 
meant, for the other side to generate their visual forgery, deterred by the knowl-
edge that settlers were now armed with cameras and ready to document. Yes, he 
conceded, there were “still nine Arab news agencies working in the territories,” 
far outnumbering settler media outlets. But he believed that they were making a 
difference, providing a truer story of life in “Judea and Samaria.” “We are saying 
to our people: the camera is a weapon. And if we don’t learn to use it, it will be 
used against us.” 

COUNTERING REPUDIATION

For the B’Tselem staff, the allegation of fraudulence was a constant presence. 
“It’s always on our minds,” said Sarit Michaeli, the NGO’s spokesperson, in 2011, 
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“always impacting the work we do.” During the years chronicled here, it was the 
rare B’Tselem video that had not been met by public suspicion, by charges of vid-
eo tampering and fraud: the accusation, and anticipation thereof, perpetually 
cast its shadow on the institutional work of verifying Palestinian testimonials, 
f iling off icial complaints with the Israeli authorities, conducting human rights 
advocacy in the mainstream Israeli media. With every video they published, as 
Sarit noted, their detractors were organized and ready: “There is a whole indus-
try around obscuring harm done to Palestinians and the damage of the occupa-
tion project,” she said, referencing the work of NGO Monitor, a right-wing Israeli 
organization that targeted human rights projects in the occupied territories as 
a means of defending against (in their own words) the “demonization and dele-
gitimization of Israel.”67 The military also frequently employed this script after 
B’Tselem footage aired: “It appears that the clip was edited tendentiously and 
does not fully reflect the unraveling of events,” said a military spokesperson in 
2012, after the organization released footage of an off icer head-butting a Pal-
estinian youth.68 The suspicion was frequent, predictable, and repetitive in its 
logic and narrative form. Sarit rehearsed its central refrains: “How can you be 
sure that your photographers aren’t lying to you? Or, the footage is only from 
the Palestinian angle. The image is taken out of context. Or, the Palestinians 
are provoking the security services and then f ilming them. And ‘what happened 
before’? That’s a frequent one.”

In the estimation of some within the organization, particularly those working 
on the camera project, the formal qualities of Palestinian eyewitness videography 
sometimes abetted the work of their detractors. In addition to frequent starts and 
stops in the footage, a byproduct of much amateur videography, this footage often 
registered the bodily terror of its producer in the form of jerking lenses or dropped 
cameras. It was not uncommon for the moment of heightened confrontation to be 
missing from the resultant video, foreclosed by a camera’s fall. These interruptions 
to the f ilmic narrative, sometimes evident as a black screen on the footage, were 
particularly prone to repudiation. In this political climate, the degree of verif i-
cation conducted by the organization had to be “obsessively high,” as Sarit noted. 
“We’re so obsessed with credibility and making sure we don’t issue anything that 
is even remotely edited. We always err on the side of caution.”

The maturation of the repudiation script did not alter B’Tselem’s work. Their ver-
if ication and complaint process continued as before. But the growth of repudiation 
did produce some minor adjustments in institutional protocols. In the early years of 
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their social media work, B’Tselem tended to publish short excerpts from videos shot 
by their West Bank team, focusing only on the moments when the human rights vio-
lation was visible. In 2012, they began uploading full clips to their YouTube channel: 
“everything that was f ilmed,” sometimes many minutes before the soldier beating 
or settler injury began. Some members of the organization hoped that this shift 
might dissuade their detractors, disarming the “what came before” storyline. They 
would be mistaken, as Sarit noted: “That didn’t stop all of the people out there from 
trying to discredit us, from saying: okay, but what happened ten minutes earlier?” 

The “what came before” storyline was flexible enough to adjust to such changes.
In 2011, Sarit was a realist, but also hopeful: “Even a strong video doesn’t 

help with these kinds of suspicions. Unless the solider himself confesses.” But 
she believed that the right evidence might have the power to alter the course of 
proceedings with the military justice system. “There would need to be very good 
material evidence—not just video footage, but ballistic or forensic evidence.” In 
the years that followed, even that hope would be largely abandoned. 

THE SCRIPT IS NORMALIZED 

In 2014, in the West Bank town of Beitunia, two Palestinian youths—Nadeem 
Nuwara and Mohammad Abu Daher—were fatally shot by the Israeli security 
services during an annual demonstration commemorating the Palestinian Nak-
ba, and their deaths were captured on camera.69 By 2014, amidst the growing 
spread of cameras throughout the West Bank, footage of military killings of Pal-
estinians was no longer a rarity. But this case was different due to the sheer num-
ber of camera operators and photographic technologies trained on the scene. 
Two photojournalists and four stationary security cameras, installed on a Pales-
tinian-owned business in the immediate vicinity, had captured the day’s events. 
What resulted were not only multiple angles on the killing but a massive vol-
ume of footage: 3 hours of video and 21 gigabytes in total.70 One Israeli journalist 
called the incident “the most documented and forensically corroborated murder 
in [the] IDF’s history.”71 Israeli and international human rights organizations 
condemned the Israeli security services for its unprovoked killing of unarmed 
Palestinians, and the UN called for an “independent and transparent” investiga-
tion of the events.72 Human Rights Watch concluded that “[v]ideo footage, pho-
tographs, witness statements, and medical records indicate that two 17-year-old 
boys . . . posed no imminent threat to the forces at the time.”73
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The Israeli authorities denied responsibility for the deaths, insisting that its 
forces had used only nonviolent crowd control measures in compliance with of-
f icial rules of engagement, rather than live ammunition.74 Drawing on the large 
body of associated evidence, B’Tselem refuted these claims, accusing the Israeli 
security services of responsibility in the killings and raising concerns that “the 
killing was willful.”75 In addition, they argued, CCTV footage disproved military 
claims about a threatening provocation preceding the shooting: “Security camera 
footage of the incident proves that at no stage were security services endangered 
by any of the four victims, or by anyone close to them at the time of the shooting” 
(see Image 16).76 The autopsy report was issued several months later, confirming 
the killing of Nuwara by live f ire.77 Many in the organization had considerable faith 
in the ensuing legal process due to the voluminous nature of the corroborating 
evidence: forensic, material, ballistic, videographic. In the words of their media 
spokesperson, “I thought it was an open and shut case,” she says, gesturing to 
B’Tselem’s dossier on the killing. “You know, it’s all documented.” 

im age 16. Image from the B’Tselem dossier documenting the lethal shootings of Nadeem 
Nuwara and Mohammad Abu Daher by the Israeli security forces. Circles identify two CCTV 
cameras. 15 May 2014. Source: B’Tselem.
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The Israeli public disagreed. Indeed, the volume of corroborating evidence did 
not still the Israeli public debate about the day’s events. Rather, it seemed to fuel it. 
State actors were among the first to join the chorus.78 Following the first publication 
of video—it would be released in stages—Israeli Defense Minister Moshe Ya’alon 
assured the Israeli public that the footage was fraudulent. Indeed, he argued, such 
fraudulence was foretold in advance: “I’ve seen lots of f ilms that were edited [to 
distort what had happened]. This f ilm I’ve not yet seen, but I know the system.”79 
Israeli Foreign Minister Avigdor Lieberman cast doubt on matters of timing: Why 
had there been a delay in the video’s release? Did this not, he asked, raise consid-
erable suspicions about videographic authenticity?80 He argued that there was no 
need to even investigate the incident. Official military spokesmen concurred: “[T]
he f ilm was edited and does not reflect the reality of the day in question.”81 Military 
correspondents spoke to Israeli audiences about the probability of “forgery,” the 
likelihood that “the f ilm may have been staged and faked.”82 In the studio of the 
Israeli evening news, an Israeli ballistics expert reviewed the footage frame by frame, 
arguing that the signs of videographic manipulation were clear (see Image 17).83 

Throughout the course of the Israeli and pro-Israeli conversation about the 
Beitunia killings, state actors and media pundits found themselves returning to 
the Al-Durrah example. Many drew the linkage explicitly: “[T]he Nakba [Beitunia] 
killings are a new version of the al-Dura blood libel,” in the words of one Zionist 
magazine.84 The right-wing media solicited the opinion of so-called experts with 
experience in the Al-Durrah case, who attested to the numerous parallels between 
the incidents.85 Headlines in the Israeli press articulated the linkage clearly: “An 
Expert from the Muhamad al-Dura Incident: ‘The Beitunia Videos Are Fake.’”86 

Other echoes from the Al-Durrah case were more implicit, including the re-
current focus of accusers on the bodies of the Palestinian youths. Many argued 
that their gestures and movements, particularly at the moment of death or injury, 
rendered their fraudulence clear (see Image 18). Here is one military correspondent 
speaking to Israeli audiences as he screened the footage on the evening news: 
“Notice how he [the Palestinian victim] reaches his hand forward to counteract the 
fall—something that looks like it just might—maybe—be a fake.”87 No real injured 
or dying body falls that way, was the implicature. International commentators 
in the Zionist blogosphere added to the chorus: “[P]erhaps he [the Palestinian 
victim] was instructed to fake a fall as soon as he heard a shot . . . his fall seems 
inconsistent with being shot in the chest with a live bullet.”88 
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Others cast doubts on the volume of blood evident in the video, former Israeli 
Ambassador Michael Oren among them:

But again, looking at those pictures and . . . the way the bodies fall, the fact 
that there’s no blood, someone who was hit in the back by a bullet has an 
exit wound, there is a tremendous amount of bleeding. There’s no bleeding 
in the picture. There are many, many inconsistencies.89 

Oren would go further than some repudiators by casting doubts on the boys’ 
death—that is, even after footage of their funerals had been aired and autop-
sy reports had been analyzed. Military correspondents agreed with his assess-
ment: “There are still some question marks here . . . The two we see here fall here: 
are the two dead? No one has a sharp and clear answer to this question.”90 The 
echoes from the Al-Durrah case were strong and recurrent. Al-Durrah’s body 
had given itself away as fake with insuff icient blood quantity and color and sus-
picious movements. So, too, here.91

im age 17. Israeli ballistics expert assessing the Beitunia footage on Israeli television news 
and declaring it fraudulent. Channel 2. 22 May 2014. Source: Channel 2 (Israeli television).
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For Israeli left activists and journalists, the accusation was familiar. But the 
scale of such assertions was something new. Throughout the course of the Beitunia 
case, as it wound through both the media and the Israeli military legal system, 
they would endeavor to counter repudiators by drawing on the case’s abundant 
evidence: forensic, ballistic, videographic. Some anti-occupation journalists took 
a different tact, imploring Israeli onlookers to look beyond the voluminous public 
debates over videographic authenticity: 

The question of the number of cameras, the volume of video . . . where the 
cameras are located, to whom they belonged, whether the material is edited 
or not, and by whom . . . comparisons to Muhammad a-Dora, endless de-
bates about . . . why there are not more cameras on our side. And not a single 
question about the countless events that just aren’t filmed. They die and no 
one records.92 

B’Tselem’s spokesperson agreed, as she noted to me. In her words: “The battle 
over the [video] content . . . is a supreme effort to avoid discussing the real issue, 
which is ending its control over the territories.”

The Israeli off icer responsible for the shooting would be indicted for man-
slaughter in the killing of one of the two Palestinian youth, Nadeem Nuwara.93 

im age 18. Annotated image from CCTV footage of the Beitunia killing, an element of the 
international conspiracy campaign against its veracity. The dead body of Nadeem Nuwara is 
seen on the left. No date. Source: Israellycool.com.

http://Israellycool.com
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Three years hence, the off icer would accept a plea bargain, the manslaughter 
charge dropped.94 As a result of the plea, the court was unable to rule on much 
of the videographic and forensic evidence against him. He would be sentenced 
to nine months in prison: “You could get a harsher punishment for texting while 
driving,” tweeted Ahmad Tibi, Palestinian member of the Israeli parliament.95 
Those in the B’Tselem organization who had initially been hopeful about the fate 
of the legal trial, believing in the justice capacity of the unprecedented volume of 
corroborating evidence, were forced to revise their conclusions. But in disappoint-
ment, there were also political lessons learned, as their spokesperson noted to me:

Today, a lot of people [Israelis] are willing to believe that someone staged 
twelve hours, or got dressed up like soldiers in jeeps and had Palestinians 
run around throwing stones in order to simply like invent this. More peo-
ple are willing to believe that, than believe a soldier f ired at Palestinians. I 
think that’s a good indication of where we are as a society.

In part, what distinguished the Beitunia repudiation campaign from those of 
the past was the early involvement of state actors. In this case, they stood at the 
campaign’s helm, from its very early days. In the process, they helped reconfigure 
the repudiation script as the language of state—a process that had begun with the 
State Commission of Inquiry on Al-Durrah, but which Beitunia would concretize. 
This development was evidenced during the Israeli aerial bombardment on the 
Gaza Strip a few months later (summer 2014), when Prime Minister Netanyahu 
would infamously accuse Palestinians of staging their own deaths for the camera: 
“They [Hamas] want to pile up as many civilian dead as they can, because some-
body said they use—it’s gruesome—they use telegenically dead Palestinians for 
their cause. They want the more dead the better.”96 By 2014, the script could be 
easily employed by state actors when need emerged. The accusation of Palestinian 
fraudulence was now readily available whenever Israeli state violence on camera 
went viral. 

CONCLUSION: COLONIAL LOGICS OF THE DIGITAL AGE

This chapter has traced the consolidation and normalization of the repudiation 
script during the f irst two decades of the twenty-f irst century. The process was 
gradual. In the f irst few years following the Al-Durrah killing, the accusation of 
Palestinian fraudulence remained a relatively minor discourse, chiefly deployed 
on the margins of the blogosphere, propelled by a small cadre of conspiracy 



 S e t t l e r  S c r i p t s9 6

theorists in both Israel and abroad. The script would develop and spread over 
the next decade, as evident during the course of the Ni’ilin shooting and subse-
quent military trial. By the time of the Beitunia killings (2014), a year after the 
state commission on Al-Durrah issued its f inal report (2013), the accusation had 
received the imprimatur of the state. Over the course of these decades, as the 
storyline gradually captured mainstream Israeli and Zionist imaginations, an 
inversion was at work. What was once a fringe conspiracy theory had become 
normalized. Moreover, the allegation was now anticipated whenever Israeli 
violence against Palestinians was captured on camera, as Israeli investigative 
blogger Eishton noted in 2017: “Any new video which surfaces, depicting wrong-
doing by Israel, is presumed to be Pallywood, until proven otherwise beyond 
unreasonable doubt.”97 The script had become a social default. Now, images of 
dead or injured Palestinians were treated as mere weapons in the war against 
Israel (see Image 19).

Normalization took considerable work. In the years charted here, Israeli and 
Zionist publics would gradually learn the f ine art of repudiation, schooled by the 
small cadre of self-styled experts in Palestinian media manipulation that were 
appearing with increasing frequency in Israeli media outlets and legal arenas. 
Each repudiation campaign functioned as a pedagogic project, a public lesson in 
best practices for hoax detection. Recall, again, the range of analysts that testif ied 
after the Beitunia killings, substantiating their fraudulence claims through close 
readings of the videographic frame. In the process, they were retraining the Israeli 
mainstream public to see the visual f ield with a new degree of precision, providing 
them with the analytic strategies required to detect Palestinian manipulation 
with ease. Another pedagogical domain was more forensic in nature, focusing on 
how to analyze the crime scene, with a particular emphasis on how to sort fake 
deaths from real ones on the basis of bodily gestures and blood volume. In the 
process, video forensics became a layman’s art that could be practiced at home, 
with the confidence of an expert, in front of the computer.98 Israelis were being 
taught to read the visual f ield of state violence as a locus of probable, rather than 
merely possible, fraudulence.

Throughout the history charted here, repudiation was relatively immune to 
countervailing evidence in its various forms.99 That is, such accusations tended 
to function as immutable, installing the effects they named (“hoax!”). In military 
courtrooms, where amateur footage of the crime scene was being introduced in 
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new ways and degrees, the longstanding pattern of judicial and state disregard 
for the violations committed by Israeli soldiers against Palestinians persisted, 
with negligible rates of conviction for the accused, as Eitan Diamond has noted: 

[T]he Israeli political and security establishment, backed by the state judi-
ciary, have denied or diminished allegations of unlawful killing even when 
they were supported by forensic analysis of video documentation from three 
different angles, or by the overwhelming convergence of multiple audio-visu-
als, still photographs and autopsy findings, as well as a host of other cases in 
which video documentation was produced to support allegations that Israeli 
troops had used unlawful force against Palestinians.100 

im age 19. Meme accusing Palestinians of “Pallywood”: namely, staging their victimization, 
injury, or death for the media. 5 January 2014. Source: https://twitter.com/posters4israel.

https://twitter.com/posters4israel
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For many human rights workers, these judicial outcomes were a sobering correc-
tive to the hope attached to the proliferating eyewitness cameras of the digital 
age. To their dismay, they would f ind that the growth in camera penetration in 
the West Bank was directly proportional to the popularization of the repudia-
tion script. As Diamond noted, “denial persist[ed]” in legal arenas “by morphing 
to adapt to heightened levels of transparency.”101 The script was a f lexible politi-
cal tool that could adapt to this new legal environment. 

The script was as repetitive as it was f lexible, reliant on a set of recurrent 
accusations that differed little in their details. In part, such regularities can be 
traced to the small body of conspiracy theorists who f igured centrally in these 
campaigns. In each incident, they cast doubts on both the veracity of the foot-
age and the body of the alleged victim, alleging that both were manipulated to 
frame the Jewish state. Such repetition was crucial to the success and longevity 
of these campaigns: they required perpetual iteration in order to be nurtured and 
sustained. But underlying such repetition was something of a tension pertaining 
to the locus of the Palestinian hoax, as evidenced by the f indings of the Israeli 
state commission on Al-Durrah:

. . . . TV cameras at the site recorded several instances in which Palestinians 
acted out scenes of being injured by Israeli f ire and evacuated. The behavior 
and movements of those supposedly injured immediately prior to and after 
being “wounded,” the lack of blood or any other evidence of injuries, the man-
ner and speed of their evacuation, and the behavior of those around them, 
make it clear that these were mostly attempts to stage scenes for the benef it 
of the journalists on site.102

Here, two stories competed for prominence. The f irst focused on malicious dra-
maturgy: “Palestinians [who] acted out scenes of being injured by Israeli f ire.” In 
this rendering, that staple of the Pallywood playbook, the Palestinian hoax was 
located in practices of tactical deception. Indeed, the term “staging” appears no 
less than nine times in the state report. But the second storyline was more onto-
logical in nature, situating the hoax in the Palestinian body: “lack of blood or . . . 
other evidence of injuries.” Repudiators were particularly interested in these 
moments of bodily noncompliance, when bodies didn’t behave as they were in-
structed. Recall the Al-Durrah report: “In the f inal seconds of the footage, the 
boy raises his arm and turns his head in the direction of Al-Durrah [the father] 
in what are clearly intentional and controlled movements.”103 Or in the Beitunia 
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case, when the Palestinian youth didn’t fall like a dying body should. Their bod-
ies gave them away, was the recurrent claim, despite their best efforts to play 
dead. Their bodies can’t help but lie. That’s just the way they are. 

A larger argument was at work, here. What was being diagnosed as fraudulent 
was the Palestinian condition itself. In the process, repudiators of this period were 
activating a longstanding colonial ideology about native fraudulence: fraudulent 
claims to land, peoplehood, history. The script, in other words, was merely a new 
variant of a very old colonial storyline that had been updated to address the per-
ceived threats of the early twenty-f irst century. Colonial denial had been given 
a new digital dressing.
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Chapter 4

 THE EYES OF HUMAN RIGHTS 

 Curating Military Occupation

I n  M a y  2 01 1 ,  a  c ol l e c t ion of  Pa l e s t i n i a n e y e w i t n e s s  f o o t a ge 
reached the Jerusalem off ice of B’Tselem, the Israeli human rights organization, 
documenting the weekly anti-occupation demonstration in the West Bank vil-
lage of Nabi Saleh. The police and military crackdown had been severe on that 
particular Friday—beatings, stun grenades and pepper spray, tear gas—and two 
demonstrators had been seriously injured by the impact of a tear gas canister, f ired 
by the Israeli security forces at close range.1 With the footage in hand, a group of 
B’Tselem staff huddled around an off ice computer for a preliminary screening, 
those with Arabic skills assisting those without. They were particularly interested 
in the tear gas shooting, deemed the day’s most substantive rights violation.2 If 
the video was strong, with clear images of both perpetrator and victim, it would 
become part of the evidential basis for a complaint f iled with Israeli authorities. 
Illegal tear gas usage by the Israeli security forces was becoming more frequent 
across the West Bank, and sometimes with lethal consequences.3 The military 
perpetually denied the charge, insisting that policy regulations were always up-
held: “There is no disparity between the declared policy . . . pursuant to which 
tear gas is not to be aimed directly at demonstrators, and the manner in which 
the forces behave in the f ield.”4
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The footage was powerful, including graphic scenes of the Israeli border po-
lice beating protestors and attempting to prevent them from f ilming (“Move the 
camera!”).5 But the tear gas shooting, the chief object of their scrutiny, hadn’t 
been clearly captured on f ilm. Eli, one of the B’Tselem team involved that day, 
described the collective screening and ensuing disappointment:

We were trying to f igure out if we could see it. Frame by frame. Pause-play, 
pause-play, like watching stop-motion animation. We realized that the 
camera had been tilted at the moment of the shooting [of the tear gas], so 
we couldn’t exactly see the shooter. We could only see the smoke and the 
general angle of the guns. And we were like: “Damn! I can’t believe it—” 
Everyone was so bummed. 

Eli was tasked with reviewing the footage after the collective screening con-
cluded, identifying any usable segments. Aware of the numerous cameras on the 
scene, he had mined social media for corroborating material and found video 
shot that day by two veteran Nabi Saleh video-activists. There, he found the im-
ages he needed.

“So here, I can see the injury,” he pointed to the original footage, “but I can’t 
see the soldier shooting. When I found the online version, I could see the same 
incident from another angle.” Manually sequencing the videos, he was f inally able 
to place both perpetrator and victim in the same visual f ield. The materials would 
be a crucial element of their complaint with the Israeli authorities. One year later, 
the authorities would close the f ile “due to insuff icient evidence.”6

This chapter is an ethnographic study of videographic assessment in human 
rights contexts.7 It focuses on the daily labor involved as human rights workers 
in B’Tselem’s West Jerusalem off ices—chiefly, Israeli Jews—watched, verif ied, 
and brokered Palestinian footage of state and settler violence. After footage 
arrived in Jerusalem from their West Bank team—a journey that, as previous 
chapters have chronicled, was often stymied and delayed by the violence of 
occupation in its various forms—the assessment process began. Chronologies 
would be produced, geographic coordinates verif ied, actors identif ied. This 
work was painstaking and slow. Eyes on the screen, staff studied the footage 
for images of human rights violations that were clear enough, strong enough, to 
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form the basis of their legal or advocacy work. Some clips would form the basis 
for off icial complaints f iled by the organization with the Israeli authorities, and 
a portion of these would yield criminal investigations of the off icers involved.8 
Others would be sent to the Israeli media for review and potential screening. 
Their institutional mandate was clear. Working in accordance with international 
human rights standards, they sought visual evidence of harm committed by the 
Israeli security services against Palestinians, or visual evidence of what they 
termed “state-backed settler violence.”9 In these years, their advocacy work 
focused on Jewish Israeli publics. As they reviewed footage for possible screening 
on the evening news, it was these publics whose attention they sought.

It was a perpetually uncertain process. The team of West Bank volunteer vid-
eographers with whom they worked, whose footage was the subject of their review, 
f ilmed under conditions of fast-moving violence: large-scale settler incursions or 
arson attacks, crackdowns by soldiers or police. As a result, the ensuing images 
were often partial: the result of cameras dropped in fear, soldiers blocking the lens, 
or videographers skirting an impending attack. That is, there was often something 
missing from the videographic frame, or only partially rendered, that redoubled 
the labor involved in assessment and increased the uncertainty of outcomes in 
both legal and media arenas.

During the years studied here (2011–2014), the integration of digital video-
graphic technologies and human rights institutional practices was still in its 
nascency, both in Jerusalem and globally. Protocols were still being developed, 
including standards for videographic authentication, models for protecting visual 
privacy, and ethical standards pertaining to mediated witnessing. The New York-
based NGO WITNESS, “help[ing] people use video and technology to protect and 
defend human rights,” was leading the global effort. As it noted in a 2011 report, 
the integration of “human rights, video and technology” was 

challenging long-held assumptions about how human rights documenta-
tion and advocacy functions. . . . Those seeking to create lasting impact will 
need to develop new skills and systems for creating and handling human 
rights video, online and off. . . . Ethical frameworks and guidelines for on-
line content are still in their infancy and do not yet explicitly reflect or in-
corporate human rights standards.10 

Human rights standards, norms, and labor practices were being recalibrated 
alongside shifts in the global media ecology.



T h e  E y e s  of  H u m a n  R igh t s 10 3

The nascency of this integration—human rights work with videography—was 
evident in the B’Tselem off ices. The labor of footage processing was still a slow 
and rudimentary affair, chiefly conducted manually, as technological resources 
were limited. In these years, the NGO’s spokesperson still regarded Israeli televi-
sion news as the media gold standard, their most prized outlet. But the changing 
media ecosystem of the West Bank was beginning to make its mark on assess-
ment practices. Personal camera technologies were starting to proliferate within 
Palestinian communities, although slowly and unevenly, as were surveillance 
cameras, both state technologies intended to regulate Palestinian residents and 
those mounted on private Palestinian businesses by their owners. In the process, 
the volume of footage emerging from the West Bank was growing. Once, scenes of 
Israeli state violence, captured on camera, had been something of a rarity. Now, 
they were becoming an anticipated part of the political landscape. After any given 
incident, B’Tselem staff would increasingly expect footage from multiple angles 
and scales. For those sitting behind screens, this new visual landscape had to be 
learned. Practices of assessment and curation had to be updated to accommodate 
this changing media f ield.

But B’Tselem’s central challenges were more political in nature, particularly 
so given the organization’s advocacy emphasis on Jewish Israeli audiences. They 
were working in a political context in which human rights work in the occupied 
Palestinian territories was not merely unpopular but increasingly vilif ied by 
right-wing Israeli politicians and activists. In this political landscape, the labor 
required to bring Palestinian testimonials into mainstream media spaces was 
considerable. Within dominant Israeli imaginations, in keeping with a colonial 
epistemology at the heart of the Zionist project, the credibility of any Palestinian 
witness was always in doubt. Committed to Israel’s destruction, Palestinian or 
Arab testimonials simply could not be trusted, or so the mainstream argument 
went. Palestinians were deemed impossible witnesses: incapable of bearing wit-
ness to their own victimhood, to scenes of their own subjection at the hands of 
the Israeli authorities or Jewish settlers.11 

This colonial logic was effectively built into the legal structure of the military 
occupation, as B’Tselem documented: “A Palestinian who wants to lodge a com-
plaint against soldiers cannot do so independently and has no direct access to the 
military law enforcement system. . . . [which] forces complainants to contact it 
through mediators, be they human rights organizations or lawyers.”12 During the 
years studied here, B’Tselem was among the many bodies playing that mediating 
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role vis-à-vis the Israeli authorities. It was a role they had played since their found-
ing in the late 1980s, but its terms were changing in the digital age. Now, B’Tselem 
was also acting as what Zeynep Gürsel calls an “image broker,” functioning as 
an “intermediary for images” produced by Palestinian camera-operators in the 
occupied territories.13 The organization critiqued the political logic that made 
such mediation necessary but was also party to its workings.

The practice of watching is at this chapter’s core: namely, the labor of sitting 
before computer screens, alone or in groups, as B’Tselem staffers parsed and bro-
kered the videographic f ield produced by their West Bank team. The Israeli political 
climate of the moment enframed and inflected this work throughout. Even as they 
assessed footage with an eye to compliance with human rights standards or its 
evidential potential in a military courtroom, staffers were also asking, what is the 
best strategy for representing the occupation to Israeli publics? Namely, within a 
political landscape in which mainstream publics widely agreed on the disposability 
of Palestinian life, how could the organization draw national eyes to the scene of 
state violence against these same “disposable” subjects? This chapter began with an 
Israeli abuse of power, captured on camera, that couldn’t be clearly seen in the en-
suing frame. This study focuses on precisely this: the multiple forms of uncertainty, 
contingency, and failure that attended the NGO’s work as videographic curator and 
broker. Their foremost failure was political. This chapter is chiefly a chronicle of this: 
the ways that the Israeli logic of Palestinian disposability enframed and constrained 
the daily work of videographic processing for those sitting behind their screens.

THROUGH ISRAELI EYES

Since its founding in 1989 during the f irst Palestinian uprising, the Israeli NGO 
B’Tselem built its legal and advocacy work on oral testimonials from Palestin-
ians living under occupation. In the organization’s early years, such testimonials 
were collected and preserved in written documentary form, as was the proto-
col within human rights institutions of this period. By the second decade of the 
twenty-f irst century, amidst the changing media landscape of the digital age, 
the NGO was increasingly reliant on videographic materials for evidencing an 
Israeli human rights abuse, both in legal and advocacy arenas. “Ten years ago, if 
B’Tselem published something, it was based on oral testimonies,” I was told by 
the NGO’s spokesperson in 2012. “Today, I won’t even try to document a story if 
there isn’t a substantiating image.” Proliferating cameras and videography were 
changing the nature of the human rights f ield.
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In B’Tselem’s West Jerusalem off ice, video processing began when the original 
footage arrived from the West Bank in the form of data-sticks, memory cards, and 
videotapes. The ensuing labor was considerable: metadata analysis, authentication 
and verif ication, written summaries, oral testimonies employed as corroborating 
materials. The work was done collectively, drawing on staff in many branches of 
the West Jerusalem off ice. In the years studied here, most were Israeli Jews, aided 
by a much smaller population of Palestinians with Israeli citizenship. Middle-class 
Ashkenazim and Jewish immigrants from the United States numbered heavily 
among NGO staffers, in keeping with the broader demographics of the Israeli left. 
Most were Tel Aviv residents, having little tolerance for Jerusalem’s religiosity and 
social conservatism.14 Some had refused to serve in the Israeli military on political 
grounds, while others came to the job as military veterans, putting these skills to 
work in new ways: “In the army, I was working in aerial reconnaissance and visual 
intelligence, observing Palestinians through the viewfinder. Ten years later, I f ind 
myself looking at Palestinians again through the viewfinder.”

Some of these Jewish Israeli staffers were activists who regularly traveled 
into the West Bank for anti-occupation demonstrations, sometimes shooting 
footage that would be part of the NGO’s legal and media work.15 Others had little 
personal experience of the occupied territories, save what they encountered on 
the job, and knew their West Bank team through their videography alone. Such 
was the experience of Natela, curator of B’Tselem’s video archive: “She tends to 
stand and argue with soldiers at the checkpoints while her camera is running,” 
Natela says, speaking of a veteran Palestinian videographer from Hebron. She 
described another videographer with a quieter style who “preferred the long shot,” 
and another who f ilmed chiefly from her balcony. Through repeated screenings 
of the footage, Natela had also become familiar with the contours of particular 
Palestinian villages and cities, the route and routine of Friday anti-occupation 
demonstrations, the layout of private living rooms, made visible by videographers 
during military night raids of their family homes. She viewed her archival work 
as an education into the daily experience of Palestinian life under military rule, 
studied from the vantage of her computer screen.

In years before cameras were widespread in the West Bank, and well before eye-
witness footage shot by Palestinians living under occupation was widely available on 
social media, footage shot by the NGO’s Palestinian teams achieved a kind of brand 
effect within the Israeli media ecosystem. “Whenever they see shaky footage from 
the West Bank on television, they [Israeli Jews] perceive it to be a B’Tselem video,” 
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I was told in 2011 by a member of the video project, “even if it’s not.” This framing of 
videographic provenance (“a B’Tselem video”) was telling. The ability of such videos 
to reach mainstream Israeli audiences was enabled by this reattribution of author-
ship, by which the imprint of individual Palestinian videographers was replaced by 
the imprint of the Israeli NGO. At times, this logic was echoed by the organization, 
however inadvertently, when clips were uploaded to their website without the name 
of the Palestinian videographer.16 The oversight echoed a mainstream Israeli logic 
with a long colonial history: the Palestinian as an impossible witness.

THE WORK OF WATCHING

Doron worked in B’Tselem’s department of data coordination, tasked with gath-
ering corroborating materials about human rights violations in the occupied 
territories. At the time of our interview, he was assigned to the “killing desk,” 
as he wryly termed it, assigned to investigate fatal shootings of Palestinians by 
the Israeli security forces. He collected the associated evidence—including eye-
witness testimonials, forensic evidence, photographs, statements from the mil-
itary, and so forth—established the chronology, identif ied the actors involved, 
engaged in the necessary verif ication and cross-checking, often working closely 
with f ieldworkers in the West Bank. If merited, Doron would also draft a letter 
of complaint to the authorities or pass documentation to the appropriate state 
off ices. In his early years with B’Tselem, some of this work did not involve video. 
As years progressed, alongside shifts in human rights protocols, the absence of 
footage became increasingly uncommon.

When video of a violation was available, it would eventually reach Doron’s 
desk. Then, his slow labor of watching began. Sitting over his computer in the 
West Jerusalem off ice, he described the challenges involved:

Often, you have a video, but it’s not totally clear what you see. Because even 
if I do see someone get injured, it might not be useful. Sometimes, the cam-
era angle does not show the shooter. In the case of CCTV [surveillance foot-
age], the picture might not be that great, and effort is required to decrypt it. 
I try to connect all the dots, add additional information that you can’t see in 
the video or that you can only see when you’re checking it carefully, which 
the normal viewer would not. Then you have the fuller picture . . . 

The work required to “connect the dots” was considerable. In these years, Doron 
was still relying on video time stamps to produce the chronology of an event, 
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albeit with an awareness of the frequent human errors this introduced. The vid-
eo’s soundscape often proved useful in producing a chronology, like the sound 
of shots being f ired or cries at the time of an injury. Protocols for evidence as-
sessment were changing, as they were in human rights organizations across the 
globe. B’Tselem was increasingly turning to social media for corroborating visu-
als, particularly the YouTube accounts of Palestinian and Israeli activists who 
were active with their cameras at the weekly demonstrations. The organization 
was also drawing more heavily on surveillance footage from the growing num-
ber of cameras mounted on homes and businesses by Palestinian residents, of-
ten in an attempt to monitor petty crime. Work with Google satellite maps was 
also in its early phases, occasionally consulted as a means of making sense of the 
West Bank territory and terrain. In the years that followed, all of these digital 
tools and platforms would become a regularized part of video assessment in the 
Jerusalem off ice.

Screening through a human rights lens wasn’t intuitive, Doron said. Over his 
years with the organization, he had developed the screening literacies that the in-
stitutional, legal, and political conditions demanded, honing his capacity to under-
stand and parse this kind of violent footage. In the beginning, he lacked requisite 
knowledge of military rules and regulations, like the flexible breadth of military 
authority in the occupied territories and the range of rights violations that occurred 
in the f ield. Gradually, he would understand what to look for in footage of a demon-
stration or settler incursion, how to read the behavior of the security services, how to 
identify the moment of a bullet’s impact. Surveillance footage required its own kinds 
of literacies, chiefly because it lacked crucial sound cues, like the noise of a weapon 
discharging or the victim’s cry. In all these domains, he had been required to train 
his eye, learning to identify human rights violations with accuracy and precision. 
Over time, he had acquired the skills necessary to watch Palestinian eyewitness 
footage through the particular optic of the human rights paradigm.

Despite these literacies, and the range of digital tools at his disposal, the foot-
age was often diff icult to understand. Doron had become accustomed to this: the 
blurry frames from videographers on the run, the cameras dropped in fear, the 
visual f ields produced under conditions of threat and fear. As a result, as he noted, 
“it’s not totally clear what you see”—this despite the fact that footage arrived at 
their off ice after a full narrative of the violence in question had been provided by 
the West Bank f ieldworkers. Yet it was often hard to match the images with the 
oral testimony. Another data coordinator provided this example:
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The f ieldworkers said—hey, I brought you this tape of a soldier hitting a kid. 
We said, “No, we already watched it and there’s nothing in it.” They insisted, 
so we watched it again. This often happens. Like when the data-coordinator 
says, “I know what is happening in this tiny spot on the video: a soldier is 
hitting a boy. I’m sure of it.” But in fact, nobody can really see it. We don’t 
have the kind of technologies that the police have, like in CSI—to enlarge 
an image and all that. We have to use the material as it is.

This particular video would prove unusable—sent neither to the media nor pur-
sued in legal channels. The image of the violation was deemed too diff icult to 
see.

Sometimes there were other kinds of visual challenges, particularly during 
episodes of heightened military crackdown when the volume of footage was high. 
“Nobody in the off ice watches it all,” confided another data coordinator, describ-
ing the accumulation of unwatched video following a week of settler attacks. 
“They won’t tell you this, but they don’t.” Doron also described the challenges 
associated with habituation, including the weekly footage he received from Pal-
estinian videographers in West Bank towns where anti-occupation protests were 
regularized: “They walk to the wall, they demonstrate, the army opens f ire.” Such 
predictability, he said, dulled his viewing process. Herein lay an irony that data 
coordinators frequently faced: the very routinization of military rule, that which 
the organization was working so hard to chronicle, made it harder to see.

In the spring of 2014, B’Tselem turned its attention to the fatal shooting of 
two Palestinian youths by the Israeli border police in the West Bank town of 
Beitunia.17 Doron was tasked with processing the videographic material. At f irst 
glance, the event resembled many other military killings that had been captured 
on f ilm. But what distinguished this incident, he said, was the sheer number of 
cameras and volume of resultant footage, generating what one Israeli journalist 
called “the most documented and forensically corroborated murder in [the] IDF’s 
history.”18 I watched this footage with Doron in the NGO’s Jerusalem off ice, and 
he described the labor involved:

What did I look for in this video? Things like, what the victim did prior to 
his injury, and his exact or proximate surroundings. I tried to identify the 
shooter, the context, [whether it was] a demonstration or confrontation, 
whether there was use of force, whether or not medical help was provided 
for the injured [and so on]. . . . I want to know everything I can know about 
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it, so I watched it over and over again, frame by frame. And, when possible, 
I tried to see the same thing from different angles.

Doron employed meticulous cross-checking in order to establish the reliability 
of the video, working with footage from all of the cameras. He had manually 
synched the video on two monitors, focusing on the twenty minutes prior to the 
shooting. His handwritten notes evidence his close scrutiny: “11:19—burning of a 
tire. 11:21—first gas grenade. 11:43—youth gathering . . . 13:02—young man injured. 
13:40—the youth run away.” Not all the footage was clear, and disputes arose with 
others in the organization over the events in the frame, as his notes in the margins 
indicated: “11:20—I doubt that this is Muhammad ‘Azzah [one of the young men 
shot and wounded during the events].” Numerous questions had to be answered: 
How many youths were present? Was the population of protestors stable or did 
it change? Was there something in the hand of the future victim and might it be 
a weapon? That is, were the youths involved in a provocation with the security 
forces as the state claimed? This work was tedious and emotionally draining, as he 
would note in our conversations (“Do you know how many hours I have watched 
this?”). Sitting in front of the computer, screening the footage tens of times with 
an eye to the minor details, Doron watched the youth die over and over again.

Sometimes, he conceded, the work was maddening. With every bystander 
armed with a camera—at least, in the more recent years of their work—they 
sometimes faced “a staggering volume” of footage and struggled to keep up. “You 
are literally going crazy,” another data coordinator confided during a period of el-
evated settler violence, “watching all those settler attacks. For a while, when it was 
piling up, I found that I couldn’t do it, this weekly chore of watching. Okay—I made 
myself watch, but it was diff icult, another video and another.” Given the volume 
of the material involved, and the labor required, their review would sometimes 
culminate after national interest in the incident had peaked, consigning their 
footage to relative invisibility. In this political climate, it was just part of the job.

The everyday practice of assessing, curating, and brokering footage functioned 
within a protracted temporality: the temporality of waiting. For Doron, from the 
division of data coordination, videos only reached his desk after a violation had 
been determined, and he knew the relevant details of the case before he sat down 
to screen. As a result, he usually engaged in a kind of anticipatory viewing, watch-
ing the screen and waiting for the violence to come: “The f irst watch is kind of 
superf icial. I just sit and wait—is it going to happen now?” But within the political 
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context in which he worked, this anticipatory process was twofold: both waiting 
for the shot to be f ired and waiting for responses from Jewish Israeli audiences. 
Such responses tended to follow a predictable storyline: the charge of videographic 
fraudulence, the defense of the Israeli perpetrators (“they had no choice”), the 
accusation of treason against the Jewish human rights workers.19 As he sat in front 
of his computer screen, both were the objects of his meticulous gaze: the details of 
the shot and the highly constrained terms of the national political landscape. Eyes 
on the screen, Doron was always anticipating the footage’s inability to persuade 
the national audience of state wrongdoing. In this political environment, such 
inevitable failures were just part of the job.

CINEMA AS SOLUTION

The NGO’s advocacy work followed a standard pattern. Clips deemed strong, 
with clear visual evidence of state or state-enabled setter violence, would be 
sent to the Israeli media for review. Several clips a month would get a nation-
wide screening on Israeli television news, sometimes to viral effect. The video 
division studied these viral cases, eager to learn from prior successes. Footage 
rejected for media consideration, but nonetheless deemed important, would be 
uploaded to the organization’s website and shared on social media, but only tele-
vision ensured a broad national audience. Curatorial decisions rested in a stan-
dard media calculus, with a premium placed on video with the requisite hook 
to draw an audience. The political challenges were paramount, as the NGO’s 
spokesperson noted in 2013: “Most of this footage doesn’t cause any real stir ex-
cept among the people who still care about these things. Most Israelis are past 
caring and past pretending to care.”

Time and again, the solution seemed to lay in cinema. Many in the NGO argued 
that only the visual grammar of cinema, with violence rendered in spectacular 
terms, would draw mainstream Israeli viewers, effectively bypassing their political 
disregard for Palestinians under occupation. As evidence, they pointed to some 
of the organization’s unexpected viral successes from the early years of the video 
project. Footage shot by Muna al-Nawaj’ah in 2008 of a violent settler incursion 
onto her family’s land was one such example. Muna’s frames were sharp and vivid, 
capturing images of the bare-chested and masked settlers, carrying clubs and 
walking slowly from their settlement to mount their calculated attack on their 
Palestinian neighbors. They approached, words were exchanged, and then the 
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beating began. Within the legal arena, the incident ended as many others had: with 
arrests of the two suspects, but without a prosecution. No charges would be f iled.20

Within the Israeli media, the incident had a more substantive imprint, with 
the footage replayed on Israeli television news and featured on the front page of 
a prominent national newspaper. “It was the f irst time that Israelis saw masked 
Jews,” those in the video department noted. For national viewers, it was a surpris-
ing inversion of the visual iconography of the f irst Palestinian uprising with its 
recurrent images of masked Palestinian youths, denoting thuggery in the main-
stream Israeli visual lexicon. “Average Israelis were shocked . . . they’d heard about 
the violence, but never seen it in such a graphic way. These were settlers?” In years 
hence, settler masking would become a common tactic, rapidly assimilated into 
the visual iconography of Israeli militarism.

Within the NGO, the footage’s success was unexpected, even startling. The 
video team, eager to make broader inroads with the Israeli public, considered its 
lessons. It would be read as a case study in viral capacity. In 2011, I screened Muna’s 
footage with the head of the video division, Yoav Gross. He was a f ilmmaker in his 
own right, and he drew my attention to the video’s opening sequence: a long shot of 
the masked settlers approaching Muna’s family from the neighboring hillside, their 
f igures coming very gradually into focus as they near the Palestinian family, clubs 
in hand. “It’s very cinematic,” Yoav suggested, pointing to the screen. “Just like 
something from The Good, the Bad and the Ugly. Like a scene from the Wild West 
(see Image 20).” Of course, he said, it was a visual accident driven by expediency 
and the lack of a proper zoom lens, a byproduct of the rudimentary cameras that 
B’Tselem was distributing in those days. But the resulting visual f ield was classic, 
he said, both the timing and physical gestures of the villains, and herein lay its 
mainstream appeal, enabling its broad circulation within the Israeli media. The 
form effectively bypassed the content.

This argument was also adopted by the media division. “I’m up against an 
Israeli media that would prefer not to show things,” I was told by B’Tselem’s 
spokeswoman in 2013. “Actually, it’s not the media, but their awareness that their 
audiences don’t want to see it. So I’m trying to get dramatic footage.”

“The dramatic,” in her estimation, tended to cohere chiefly in scenes of erup-
tive violence: marauding settlers, violent military assaults, police confrontations 
with a Palestinian civilian. Provided they were rendered in spectacular terms, 
they had viral potential:
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Someone shot and injured is dramatic. Someone being killed is dramatic. 
Beating is very dramatic, so evocative of many historical moments. Settlers 
and Palestinians clashing is dramatic. Cynically, I would say more intense 
violence is what the media want. You know, they want to get closer to the 
violence. . . . and we’re also trying to give our videographers better training 
to capture those images in a way that would be better, technically or cine-
matographically.

The optic of comedy also had cinematic potential but was harder to come 
by. She pointed to the inaugural footage of the B’Tselem video project: a short 
clip documenting one Palestinian family’s brazen verbal abuse at the hands of a 
neighboring Jewish settler, f ilmed by teenager Rajaa Abu Aisha.21 This, too, was a 
crucial lesson in media impact. At the time of the footage’s viral success, B’Tselem’s 
standard work on settler violence was making few inroads with the Israeli public. 
In sharp contrast, Rajaa’s footage was widely consumed by Israeli audiences—but 
chiefly through the lens of dark comedy, a reading focused on its central images 
of the vulgar, profanity-spewing settler. The video quickly entered Israeli popular 

im age 20. Still from eyewitness video of masked Jewish settlers beating the al-Nawaj’ah 
family. Filmed by Muna al-Nawaj’ah. Susiya. 8 June 2008. Source: B’Tselem.
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culture, spoofed on late-night satirical shows.22 B’Tselem viewed this clip as one 
of its greatest media successes, albeit accidentally so. “Now, it’s a classic,” Yoav 
told me. “Everybody knows it” (see Image 21). 

Occasionally, there were other inadvertent comedic opportunities, culled from 
the violent landscape of military rule. Such was the case with footage of settler 
vandalism at a Hebron checkpoint, shot by B’Tselem volunteer Susan Jabber from 
her second-story window. It was an act of settler revenge against rock throwing by 
Palestinian youth—dubbed a “price tag” attack (tag makhir) in the settler lexicon, 
a proud act of vengeance against Palestinians under occupation. Such attacks were 
recurrent, and perpetrators were rarely prosecuted.23 Jabber’s clip began with a 
settler vehicle speeding into view. It stopped suddenly and two settlers exited, 
running in the direction of the f leeing youth. The camera followed them as they 
exacted their revenge on Palestinian property: smashing car windshields and 
tossing a case of eggs, removed from the back of the private vehicle of a Palestinian 
grocer. The police arrived while the vandalism was underway, but they ignored the 
perpetrators, as they often did, only questioning the Palestinians present. Jabber, 

im age 21. Still from eyewitness video of settler harassment of Palestinians. Filmed by Rajaa 
Abu Aisha. Hebron. 16 January 2007. Source: B’Tselem. 
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a seasoned videographer, took pains to capture a clear shot of the settler license 
plate, aware of its legal value should an investigation ensue.24

I screened the footage with B’Tselem’s spokesperson the day after it reached 
their off ices from the West Bank. The national appetite for their footage was 
particularly constrained at the time of our meeting in 2014. A few months prior, 
the Israeli military had launched yet another attack on the Gaza Strip, widely 
supported by the Jewish Israeli mainstream public. With national eyes turned 
toward the “existential threat to the Jewish state,” as the government would frame 
it, the Israeli tolerance for images of Palestinian victims was particularly low. She 
hoped that this footage, with settlers cast as comic actors, might enhance its media 
appeal. She paused on a single frame: eggs raining down on the Palestinian vehicle. 
“This is a great shot, well f ilmed and clear. It looks like slapstick, like the keystone 
cops. It’s all a little ridiculous. And this is the reason that I think it will work.”25

In the B’Tselem off ices, the limits of this tactic were abundantly clear. Staff 
knew that the visual grammar of cinema was risky, threatening to collude with 
the Israeli state by subsuming the Palestinian experience of military occupation 
beneath the veneer of spectacle. They understood the ironic resonance with their 
right-wing detractors who employed the charge of Palestinian “theatrics”—ar-
guing that Palestinians “staged” their injuries for the camera—to undercut the 
veracity of Palestinian eyewitness footage.26 But the potential political gains, they 
thought, were worth the risks. They hoped that the accidental grammar of cinema 
might be a means of bypassing the standard national relationship to the visual 
f ield of Palestinian suffering and Israeli perpetration. It was yet another tactic 
for maximizing Palestinian visibility in these highly constrained political times. 
The spokesperson described it this way: “We try to f ind every crack in the wall. If 
they don’t let us in through the door, we are going through the window—in order 
to show these snippets of reality to the Israeli public, regardless of who wants to 
see and who doesn’t, regardless of the conclusions they draw.”

CURATORIAL CONTINGENCIES 

The labor of video assessment was rarely a solitary project. Rather, it was often 
done collectively, bringing many B’Tselem actors, forms of expertise, and ways 
of seeing around a shared computer screen. Often, Palestinian f ieldworkers in 
the West Bank were part of the conversation by phone or email. Decisions had 
to be made about the footage’s value, its evidentiary potential in the military 
courts, or its media capacity, including which clip to send to Israeli television for 
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possible screening on the evening news program. Disagreements were frequent, 
regarding both the content of the image (“Is that a settler?” “No, that’s a Pales-
tinian”), and its advocacy potential. These collective viewings were curatorial 
endeavors that were crucial in determining the institutional value of any given 
piece of footage.

On the morning of 30 April 2013, a Jewish settler from the extremist settle-
ment of Yizhar, well known for its violent ideology, was stabbed to death by a 
Palestinian at a bus stop. It was the f irst deadly attack on an Israeli citizen in the 
occupied territories in several years, and the mainstream Israeli media framed it 
as a watershed, shattering a period of political “calm.”27 Settler reprisals quickly 
followed in the form of so-called price tag (tag mehir) attacks, a settler practice 
of “exact[ing] a price from local Palestinians for violence against settlers” or their 
physical infrastructures.28 Across the West Bank, in the hours after the killing, doz-
ens of settlers rampaged through Palestinian cities and villages, raiding residences 
and damaging property, stoning cars and school buses. Palestinian communities 
in the vicinity of Yizhar were their primary targets.

Two days later, a collection of footage from these settler attacks, shot by Pal-
estinian videographers from across the West Bank, reached B’Tselem’s central 
off ices, its arrival delayed by a military closure.29 Those in the B’Tselem off ice 
had known it was coming and had a good sense of its content from conversations 
with Palestinian f ieldworkers. But the quantity and quality were a surprise, shot 
by numerous volunteers in the varied Palestinian communities across the West 
Bank that had come under simultaneous attack. With the footage in house, sev-
eral members of the video team gathered around a set of computers to begin the 
viewing, and I joined them.

Much of the footage was clear, with images of male settlers gathered in large 
numbers to conduct their assaults on the villages in the vicinity of Yizhar set-
tlement: ‘Urif, ‘Asira al-Qibliya, Burin. Most of the settlers were masked, some 
shirtless to enhance the masculinist threat, carrying stones and petrol canisters, 
fuel for the f ires they planned to start in the arid hills. Soldiers were visible in 
the background, making little attempt to intervene while settlers mounted their 
assault. Footage from the village of ‘Urif was particularly sharp, with scenes of 
a coordinated attack on a primary school, already evacuated. The camera lens 
jostled as the videographer ran up the school stairs, panting as he moved. He 
pointed his camera through the school’s barred windows, capturing scenes of 
masked settlers throwing stones in his direction from an adjacent hillside. The 
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audio track was vivid, with sounds of rocks hitting the bars and protective wire 
mesh, sometimes breaking the glass. Through the mesh, only partially obscured 
in the frame, were images of the soldiers standing by. Later, the videographer 
would ascend to the roof of this school, his camera panning the adjacent area, now 
surrounded by the attackers. He would be injured in the midst of this rampage, 
struck in the head by a rock, but continued to f ilm.

This was the f irst screening of this footage, and the mood was electric. The 
magnitude of this coordinated settler attack, and the strength of the images, was 
only now becoming clear to staff (“wow . . . that’s strong”). This group of B’Tselem 
staff included both Israelis and Palestinians, with varying degrees of familiarity 
with the settler communities in question. For the Arabic speakers among us, the 
images were augmented by a vibrant soundscape, including shouts and conver-
sations as the terror unfolded. But there was no time to translate, let alone think 
about providing subtitles for future audiences, something that was not regularly 
practiced within the video team in those years, chiefly due to limited labor. On 
that day, there was just too much material to review.

As they watched, they endeavored, with some diff iculty, to generate a clear 
sense of the timeline, the location of each assault, the settlers involved. Six Pal-
estinian videographers working with the B’Tselem project had been f ilming that 
day, stationed across the northern West Bank, generating a total of some sixty 
clips and hours of footage. Numerous questions arose:

“Where is this?”
“They are in ‘Urif now [West Bank village]. . . . ”
“Who is that? Palestinians?”
“No, those are settlers. . . . And there’s the soldier.”

On our second viewing of the ‘Urif footage, the contours and scale of this coor-
dinated assault are coming more clearly into focus. Now, some of the B’Tselem 
team thought they could identify particular settler attackers. But they were 
chiefly interested in the soldiers, deemed the most crucial players in this scene 
of state-sanctioned violence. To the dismay of those present, the videographer 
had not focused his attention there. In his footage, the soldiers moved in and out 
of the frame, his lens focused on the settler attackers:

“Let’s look again at those clips of the soldiers and the settlers together.”
“Okay . . . ”
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“What makes this newsworthy is the soldiers standing there . . . ”
“Here—here it is.”

As they screened the materials, the B’Tselem team tried to f ill in the pieces: 
tracking the soldiers’ movements, noting refusals to protect Palestinian civilians 
from settlers’ assaults and destruction of property. These details would prove 
crucial in the complaint they would f ile with the Israeli authorities, demanding 
a military investigation into the military’s failure to “adhere to the obligation to 
effectively defend the Palestinian population from revenge attacks.”30

Hours of screening had now passed, and the team was concerned. To overcome 
the general national disinterest in the material at hand, B’Tselem couldn’t afford 
delay where their work with the media was concerned. Receipt of the footage 
had already been impeded by a military closure, and the sheer volume of video-
graphic materials had further slowed the screening process. Such delays came 
at a considerable cost. Most television news programs would not air footage that 
was not f ilmed on the day of the broadcast. It just would not be seen as relevant. 
For the organization, it was a recurrent and nearly impossible tension. Amidst 
the belabored temporality of occupation—a landscape of closures, checkpoints, 
movement of Palestinian persons and footage perpetually constrained—such 
delays in video processing were frequent, inevitable.31 This temporal struggle was 
part of the fabric of their videographic work: the battle between the media demand 
for timeliness and the belated time of life under military rule.

The spokesperson entered the room, updated by those present. We watched the 
scene from the primary school again, in her presence. Again, we watched the pant-
ing cameraman ascend the stairs of the school, surrounded by settlers. Again, we 
saw settlers throwing stones, the videographer’s view partially obstructed by the 
mesh window. This was the footage on which they decided to focus, sending a clip 
to the Israeli television for review. Selections from the remaining footage would be 
uploaded to the B’Tselem website, accompanied by textual documentation—the 
arson attacks, the stoning of school buses, the settler rampage of village homes and 
businesses. But consigned to the website, most would not be seen by their target 
audience. Culling was a necessary part of the job. Not everything could be seen.

THE EVERYDAY OCCUPATION

“Do you give the media what they want?” It was the subject of some disagree-
ment within the organization. When eyewitness footage took an accidentally 
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cinematic form, it had the potential to arrest Israeli audiences. But such clips 
were often at odds with organizational priorities, as a staff member noted in 
2013:

Last week, for example, we received footage of settlers running rampant, 
burning f ields, throwing stones. Now, this is the image that the public 
wants, and it gets on the evening news because it’s sensational. But from a 
human rights perspective, it’s not relevant. What’s relevant is the fact that 
right next to them, standing and doing nothing, is a soldier. But that’s not 
going to go viral. Everybody wants the f irst image, but the second is the ac-
tual human rights violation. The second is the crux of the matter.

Amidst a steady stream of violent extremism from the Jewish settlements in the 
occupied territories, the organization had no shortage of such footage: scenes of 
masked settlers vandalizing Palestinian homes and businesses, torching agri-
cultural lands, raiding villages—filmed by their West Bank camera operators on 
a weekly and sometimes daily basis. But their institutional priorities as a human 
rights organization were otherwise: namely, state and state-backed violence in 
its varied forms.32 Organizational priorities were often at odds with media ap-
petites:

Eruptions of violence can get a lot of views. But the occupation is not nec-
essarily about people getting killed or injured, about the big or dramatic 
eruptions. It’s not always spectacular. The real occupation is about the daily 
reality—the reality of having soldiers coming into your house, or having to 
wait hours in the checkpoint on the way to school or on the way to work, 
or having to drive 20 extra miles because the two exits to your villages are 
closed, or the crazy bureaucracy. It’s daily harassment. Daily limitations. 
This is the real occupation. And how do you portray this? How do you por-
tray the routine nature of occupation?

This question had very practical implications. In weeks when footage from the 
territories was plentiful, the organization was forced to make diff icult decisions. 
Which clip of Israeli state or state-backed violence, of the many available, should 
be sent to Israeli television for a potential screening on the evening news? Such 
was their dilemma in February 2012, when B’Tselem received information about a 
settler attack on the West Bank village of Luban al-Sharqiya in the early hours of 
the night. Footage from two mounted security cameras corroborated the account, 
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showing a settler vandalizing a Palestinian business, stabbing through building 
materials with a knife. A follow-up investigation by the Israeli police found graffiti 
on the walls of the shop—“Muhammad is a pig”—also attributed to the assailants.

This particular settler attack “caused a lot of inside turmoil inside the organi-
zation,” I was told later by a data coordinator: 

I thought it was ridiculous. They just vandalized—and stupid vandalizing, 
not something major. I mean, compared to regular settler violence and the 
everyday violence of the occupation, it was nothing. Just petty. This is not 
occupation.

Others disagreed, arguing that petty violence was a crucial element of the po-
litical story. It was a clear example, they argued, of lax Israeli law enforcement 
where settlers were concerned.33 The latter argument prevailed, and the footage 
would be published.34

This was a perpetual challenge within the organization: namely, how to make 
visible “the everyday violence of the occupation.” There were numerous Israeli 
violences in the West Bank that simply did not “photograph well,” as they put 
it: the structural violence of de-development, exploitation of natural resources, 
normalization of the settlement infrastructure, and the list went on.35 Nor was 
the Israeli public interested: “Infrastructural violence is something that people 
don’t want to see . . . it’s the boring stuff.”

Sometimes, there were viral surprises that defied these logics. Such was the case 
of a video shot in Hebron in 2012 by the al-Haddad family, documenting a military 
night raid on their family home. Like other night raid footage shot in the West Bank, 
it was an intimate portrait of family life under military occupation: the children 
woken from sleep by masked soldiers, the private corners of the home overturned for 
late-night inspection. It was equally a portrait of military violence rendered absurd. 
The camera, moving between the hands of various family members, recorded the 
soldiers’ seemingly aimless search through the mundane objects of family living in 
a search for evidence of their alleged misdeeds. Some soldiers rifled through cups of 
coins and knickknacks, others overturned blankets and pillows, asking the family 
to move their sofas and unlock their closets. In the midst of the raid, the al-Haddad 
family attempted to restore a sense of proportion. The eldest son presented the 
contents of a mug—a string of beads, a keychain—in compliance with military 
demands: “Please, have a look. You—the commander. Please, look!” As the camera 
rolled, the family made a subtle mockery of the military mandate.



T h e  E y e s  of  H u m a n  R igh t s 1 2 0

In 2012, when the video department f irst received the footage, its visual power 
was clear. But they were challenged by its unconventional form. A long take of 
twenty minutes could not be screened in its entirety on the evening news. Nor 
did it contain eruptive violence that might draw an audience. B’Tselem sent a 
short segment to the media and posted it online, but the footage acquired few 
views and little journalistic interest. Its power and impact would only emerge 
belatedly, requiring a wholesale reconceptualization of its form, framework, and 
target audiences. Rather than working with the national media cycle, the video 
team produced the footage as a short f ilm in collaboration with the al-Haddad 
family—Smile, and the World Will Smile Back. Hewing closely to the original long 
take, the f ilm was screened broadly on the international documentary circuit and 
met with considerable acclaim.36 For B’Tselem, the f ilm’s success was a lesson in 
both the visual potential of everyday occupation and the formal constraints of the 
testimonial genre. Over the years, the consolidation of human rights videographic 
genres, fed by a media calculus, had effectively produced a set of governing con-
ventions that made certain images and storylines visible, particularly violence 
in eruptive form, while consigning others to the media shadows. The framing of 
documentary f ilm was less encumbered by these constraints.

Media demands had other secondary effects. The visual idiom of violent 
eruption worked within a f leeting temporality, predicated on a logic of sudden 
violence that had to be quickly witnessed or captured by the camera before it 
disappeared. As such, this media-favored storyline bolstered the state-sponsored 
myth of the military occupation as a merely temporary political form, a narra-
tive long embraced as a means of complying with international law and masking 
Israeli political ambitions. The pacing of the al-Haddad footage—capturing the 
ordinariness of this manifestly arbitrary invasion—illustrated military rule as 
slow, habituated, still emergent. Media predilections, by contrast, colluded with 
state f ictions.

CONCLUSION: ARCHIVAL ALTERNATIVES

In B’Tselem’s West Jerusalem off ice, the work of videographic assessment was 
never about verif ication alone—or rather, not in any strict sense. Sitting in front 
of the screen, as staffers struggled to make sense of the footage before them 
(“Who f ired the shot?”), they were also asking larger questions about the visual 
f ield of Israeli military rule. As a human rights organization, bound by interna-
tional protocols, these were chiefly normative questions. Namely: what is the 
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nature of the rights violation at issue, and which clip most clearly illustrates its 
terms? Which sorts of violence should appear in our institutional frame and, 
by extension, what kinds of images exceed our human rights mandate? But as 
an anti-occupation organization, these questions also took a more prescriptive 
form: What should our institutional rendering of the occupation look like? While 
normative questions hewed closely to the content of the image, prescriptive 
questions aligned with the capacity of their intended audience. Namely: what 
kind of footage has the capacity to bypass national ideologies and ways of see-
ing? What are the visual conditions under which the violence of the Israeli au-
thorities could be seen as such by Jewish Israeli publics? These larger political 
questions about Israeli political capacity always lay just beneath the surface of 
the assessment project—sometimes articulated explicitly, sometimes muted by 
the exigencies of the day’s work. The NGO’s daily labor of watching, curating and 
brokering Palestinian eyewitness videography was, then, always a performative 
practice. As they sat before their screens, staffers were actively shaping the visu-
al contours of Israeli military rule.

In this work, B’Tselem was frequently caught in a videographic bind. In the 
digital age, footage was increasingly required to substantiate claims about Israeli 
human rights abuses in the occupied territories, in both legal and media arenas. 
But such footage often failed to persuade their target Jewish Israeli audiences of 
state wrongdoing. The reasons for failure were varied: a busy news cycle, a large-
scale military operation that directed national attention elsewhere. But as years 
progressed, as the Israeli population moved ever-rightward, failure increasingly 
took a far more basic form, rooted in the colonial ideology of Palestinian dispos-
ability. What failed, in this framework, was neither the persuasiveness of any given 
footage, nor the work of its Israeli broker. Rather, it was Palestinian humanity that 
had failed, and ontologically so. Herein lay the organization’s most insurmount-
able bind. Not even the most powerful clip of state or settler violence, even when 
rendered in highly cinematic terms, or bolstered by abundant forensic evidence, 
had the political power to overcome this colonial commitment. 

Nonetheless, many B’Tselem staffers remained hopeful. Like the Palestinian 
videographers in the West Bank with whom they worked, many harbored a set 
of recalcitrant hopes—arguably, a tactical set of hopes—about the project of 
rendering state violence visible. Even as the Jewish Israeli population moved ever 
rightward, many continued to invest in the radical potential of Palestinian eye-
witness footage in Israeli media and judicial spaces. The legal limits of their work 
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were an ever-present reality: namely, a military court system in which soldiers 
and Jewish settlers who attacked Palestinians, or damaged their property, rarely 
faced prosecution.37 The advocacy limits were also clear, particularly so in the 
years studied here, as human rights institutions and advocates grew increasingly 
vilif ied in the eyes of the mainstream Israeli public. Despite these vanishing odds, 
many in the NGO celebrated their “human rights achievements,” determined 
to “learn from what works” about best practices for advocacy and legal work.38 
Many working in the video division continued to place great stock in the dream 
of more perfect evidentiary video—namely, footage with both perpetrator and 
victim in the same frame—arguing its power to persuade even the most politi-
cally recalcitrant of Israeli audiences. Hope of this kind persevered in the face of 
vanishing political odds. 

As the NGO curated the visual f ield of Israeli military rule, it was also deter-
mining its limits. For every clip selected for media review, there were hundreds 
passed over. The reasons were varied and multiple. Sometimes, the footage was 
not deemed relevant to a human rights framework. Or it was considered insuff i-
ciently arresting for Israeli television audiences, lacking “a good hook.” Perhaps the 
assailant was beyond the camera’s range, or the scene was just too poorly lit. Once 
identif ied as unusable, provided it was no longer the subject of a legal investigation 
or being used to produce an internal report, all videographic materials moved 
to the institution’s archives, housed in the West Jerusalem off ice, where footage 
would be catalogued and tagged. On rare occasions, data coordinators would 
revisit this collection for internal research purposes. But more often, it was used 
by documentarians, researchers, and the occasional artist who sought images or 
footage of the military occupation.39 At the time of this research, B’Tselem’s archive 
housed thousands of hours of footage: all the materials shot by their Palestinian 
team in the West Bank. Deemed unusable within media or legal spheres, the 
archive gave this videographic material a potential second life.

The archive worked according to a very different set of logics. This footage was 
not subject to the organization’s curatorial or brokerage interventions—neither 
enframed by the demands of the Israeli media nor by human rights protocols. It 
could not fail as a body of testimonial material, as it was not intended for an Israeli 
audience. Rather, as a collection of all the supplemental materials that neither 
courts nor Israeli media could use, it was chiefly organized by the Palestinian 
videographers themselves: their movements and choices during an anti-occu-
pation protest, their camera tactics during a military night raid on their private 
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home, their experience during settler incursions. Often, their footage of Israeli 
state violence shared space, on a single videographic record, on a single cassette 
tape or memory stick, with scenes f ilmed for personal reasons, particularly in 
years when other cameras were not available: family weddings, baby namings, 
road trips, and village celebrations. The archive as videographic compendium 
offered a rich portrait of Palestinian living at the intersection of state violence 
and everyday Palestinian pleasures. Indeed, as one of the video project’s Israeli 
curators proposed, this archival portrait of the everyday occupation, ill-suited 
for national airtime, may have been the project’s most powerful contribution.
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Chapter 5

 THE MILITARY’S LAMENT

 Combat Cameras and State Fantasies

B a r a k R a z ,  a  l e a di ng s p ok e s p e r s on f or t h e I s r a e l i  m i l i t a r y, 
had a keen interest in cameras. He oversaw the military’s West Bank division 
and was often in theater with his iPhone, ready to capture images that could be 
uploaded directly to the military’s social media accounts. Raz believed in the 
power of off icial military messaging when translated into a popular idiom. He 
was a heavy social media user and frequently posted content under his military 
designation during years before such practices were constrained by off icial pol-
icy. His playfulness and informality on Facebook were something of a personal 
signature within the off ices of the military spokesperson. “The beauty of social 
media,” he noted to me during a 2013 interview in his Jerusalem off ice, “is that 
it’s not just Captain Barak Raz with the beret and the uniform. It’s also the Barak 
Raz that goes out in Tel Aviv and uploads an Instagram photo of the beach. Not 
just the riots and the protests and everything else.” The result, he believed, was 
the military’s capacity to connect online with individuals and communities “on 
a personal level. You know, to understand where I’m coming from.” His playful 
tactics proved prescient. In years to come, personalization would be adopted by 
the military as a concerted social media strategy, a means of translating off icial 
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doctrine into a vernacular register. On the military’s social media feeds, the tra-
ditional idiom of state speech would be increasingly replaced by self ies.1

But while the smartphone era afforded the Israeli military certain advantages, 
Raz believed that it also posed a considerable threat. Within the Palestinian West 
Bank, the volume of personal technologies was growing markedly. Anti-occupa-
tion demonstrations—“we call them riots,” he corrected me—were now dense 
with networked-enabled cameras: those of Palestinian activists, Israeli human 
rights workers, international journalists. The result, Raz thought, could be damn-
ing for Israel. Soldiers in the f ield agreed. The growing volume of Palestinian 
cameras in operational contexts was constraining the military: “A commander or 
an off icer sees a camera and becomes a diplomat, calculating every rubber bullet, 
every step,” a soldier would note to the Israeli press in 2012. “It’s intolerable, we’re 
left utterly exposed. The cameras are our kryptonite.”2

In Raz’s estimation, the solution was clear. The military needed enhanced 
media production from operational arenas in order to respond to their enemies 
in kind: “All you have to do is f ilm, and it’ll be broadcast back to our servers, 
and then we’ll pull what we need.” While the formula was simple, the process of 
operationalization was less so. Raz conceded that the military’s recent efforts had 
been plagued by errors, miscalculations, and “unfortunate technological issues.” 
Nonetheless, he placed great stock in a possible correction: more military camera 
operators, better media infrastructures, and faster circulation of ensuing images. 
The military simply required the right technological f ix and political solutions 
would follow.

This chapter studies the Israeli military’s evolving media strategies during 
the f irst two decades of the twenty-f irst century. I am interested in the steep 
learning curve involved as the military attempted to narrow “the gap between the 
documentation abilities of the enemy and those of the IDF,” a gap evident since 
the f irst Palestinian uprising (1987 to 1991–93) but widening in the digital age.3 
As network-enabled cameras proliferated among Palestinian populations living 
under occupation, the military grew ever more concerned. In 2011, writing in the 
military’s professional magazine (Maarachot), a former spokesperson warned 
about the gravity of the enemy’s media capacities:

[C]ameras are everywhere now and everybody . . . is constantly document[ing] 
our forces’ activities. This documentation is instantly distributed on social 
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media, blogs, news websites, news agencies, and traditional media. Some-
times it’s even broadcasted live. . . . Developing operational documentation 
[tiyud mivtza’i] is vital for victory. Today, documentation is a weapon which 
is no less important than tanks and planes.4 

This concern would be repeatedly recited by military off icials in the f irst two 
decades of the twenty-f irst century. Their enemies seemed to be perpetual-
ly “winning the media war” through sheer technological volume and speed, 
employed to deliver “false information from the battlef ield” in an “attempt 
to undermine [Israel’s] legitimacy and restrict the IDF.”5 In the estimation of 
these analysts, what was required was a whole paradigm shift in military me-
dia production and distribution. The military needed more robust “operation-
al documentation” (e.g., documentation of military activities) in wartime and 
battlef ield contexts.6 

Over the course of the f irst two decades of the twenty-f irst century, the mili-
tary would attempt to make the necessary changes in their media policy. Michael 
Shavit described the ensuing process this way:

From 2000–2014, [the Israeli military] underwent a process of intensive me-
diatization that transformed the media into an interpretive grid for many 
of its military activities, and media and media logics became increasingly 
entwined with its identity formation, organization, structure and the social 
construction of warfare in Israel. . . . [T]he IDF became extensively engaged 
in the social construction of warfare in the new media ecology of the twen-
ty-f irst century.7

The daily work of mediatization was centralized in the off ice of the Israeli mil-
itary spokesperson (Dover Tzahal), their professional media arm.8 This unit 
was charged with “disseminating military related information to the public, in-
structing IDF [Israel Defense Forces] personnel in matters pertaining to PR, and 
developing relationships with media outlets and accompanying them to military 
events.”9 Their advocacy mandate was proudly broadcast to the public: namely, 
to “report on the accomplishments and activities of the IDF to the Israeli and in-
ternational public” and “nurture public confidence” in the Israeli military.10 “[T]
he IDF defends the country,” a spokesperson noted in a public forum, while “we 
defend the IDF.”11 It was widely acknowledged within Israel that this unit wielded 
a “total monopoly on information concerning the military.”12 
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But mediatization was not a simple task. There was a need for new policies and 
protocols befitting the digital age, greater numbers of camera operators in military 
theaters, more robust training, and better technologies. Along the way, missteps 
and policy miscalculations were recurrent at scales both large and small. The 
media victory that the military sought proved elusive. As Israeli military analysts 
and scholars lamented, the Israeli security services continued to be outwitted in 
media matters by their digitally savvy enemies.13

This chapter focuses on this repetitive lament about media failure as attached 
to some of the key Israeli military operations of the early twenty-f irst century: the 
invasion of the Jenin refugee camp (2002), the naval interception of the Mavi Mar-
mara (2010), the Shalom Eisner affair (2012), and the 2014 war on the Gaza Strip.14 
In each case, the lament followed an episode of intensif ied military aggression 
that was caught on enemy or media cameras. The images or footage would go viral, 
and international condemnation would follow. The military would declare a public 
relations crisis, bemoaning the damning images and registering their negative 
impact on Israel’s global image. Then, military off icials and analysts would take 
stock and envision a solution. The blueprints for such solutions were relatively 
stable over the years, shifting chiefly in scale or degree: more plentiful military 
cameramen and cameras, better digital infrastructures, faster delivery of military 
images to global audiences, and so on. The message was: better technology will 
save us from the incendiary cameras of our enemies, preventing their threat to 
the Jewish state. Out of the ashes of military melancholy over the belated state of 
its media operations came utopian dreams about media futures. This pattern was 
recurrent over the course of the two decades studied here: media failure, media 
lament, media solution. 

At the core of this military storyline was a logic of proxy, whereby military vio-
lence was replaced by a story about the PR damage: that is, the ostensible violence 
of the image. Each lament drew national eyes away from the scene of militarism, 
refocusing them on the scene of its mediation. The proxy logic inverted the struc-
ture of victimization: replacing those that the Israeli military had targeted within 
the military operations in question—variously, Palestinians under occupation 
and international anti-occupation activists—with the victimized Jewish state, 
injured by malicious visuals. The proposed military solutions were consistent 
with the proxy logic, offering technological rather than political solutions: more 
cameras and camera operators, enhanced digital infrastructures, faster circulation 
and image delivery. Within military imaginations, the resolution to the crisis in 
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Israeli legitimacy, posed by enemy cameras, was perpetually deferred: always 
just one innovation away. 

Much of this chapter grows out of interviews I conducted with current and 
former Israeli military spokespersons and ethnography within their Jerusalem 
and Tel Aviv off ices on those relatively rare occasions when I was granted research 
clearance. My relationship to the spokesperson’s off ice, like that of other research-
ers and journalists, was highly contingent. As I was told by a senior Israeli military 
correspondent, although off the record, “those who are liked will be allowed in 
and those who are critical will have a hard time doing their job.” My work was 
also bound by these constraints, even as it was enabled by an ethnonational logic 
that allowed a Jewish American researcher to gain access to the military and its 
archives in ways that most Palestinian scholars never could. It need hardly be 
remarked that, within their shabby off ices, Israeli military rule of Palestinian 
people and places was never discussed as such. The term “occupied territories” was 
missing, replaced by biblical nomenclature for the occupied territories embraced 
by settler populations and their supporters (Judea and Samaria), while military 
brutality and repressive rule was ref igured in the language of deterrence and ter-
rorism, or actively displaced through the tropes of innovation and humanitarian 
engagement. In these off ices, the daily violence of Israeli military rule functioned 
as a carefully guarded public secret—known by all, acknowledged by few.15 As the 
military investment in cameras increased during the years chronicled here, they 
would become increasingly important players within the technology of public 
secrecy, employed to support and sustain state f ictions.

HASBARA FAILURE

The second Palestinian uprising would prove a crucial juncture in Israeli mili-
tary media policy. In an effort to suppress the popular Palestinian protest move-
ment, Israel launched a heavily militarized invasion of the West Bank, code-
named Operation Defensive Shield (2002). Israeli public opinion provided the 
authority to act with near impunity against Palestinian civilians. During the 
course of the operation, Israel massively deployed tanks and shelled civilian 
buildings in its largest military operation since the Lebanon invasion of 1982.16 
By the end of Operation Defensive Shield, the military had killed dozens of Pales-
tinians, detained thousands, and left many hundreds of civilians “imprisoned in 
their homes without food and water.”17 The disproportionate nature of the Israeli 
assault was widely condemned by international human rights organizations.18 
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For the military, the foremost public relations challenge of this operation was 
Jenin—more particularly, the global condemnation that followed the military’s 
lethal invasion of the Jenin refugee camp (April 2002), a central node in Operation 
Defensive Shield.19 In the course of the Israeli invasion, f ifty-two Palestinians 
would be killed by Israeli forces, chiefly civilians, and the camp’s infrastructure 
would be devastated by military bulldozers.20 Palestinian eyewitnesses accused 
the Israeli military of a calculated massacre. The global outcry was swift and 
sharp. Human rights organizations accused Israel of war crimes, decrying their 
use of “indiscriminate and disproportionate force.”21 The global media would be 
consumed by Jenin for weeks and months after the Israeli invasion concluded. 
Images of Palestinian survivors in the rubble of their homes, leveled by military 
bulldozers, aired on televisions across the world, while journalists in the inter-
national media debated the massacre charge.

The Israeli public was also consumed with Jenin. But with a difference. Eager 
to turn eyes away from the scene of Israeli brutality, scholars and journalists 
read Jenin through a public relations optic, focusing on its damning implications 
for the Jewish state in the theater of public opinion.22 Israeli politicians accused 
Palestinians of fabricating the massacre accusation and denounced “the malicious 
lies spread about the event,” in the words of the Israeli foreign minister.23 “Bad 
images” of Israeli soldiers were dominating international screens, many Israeli 
pundits warned, and the effects were dangerous: “When the world will see the 
pictures of what we have done there [Jenin], it will cause us enormous damage.”24 
Much Israeli denunciation focused on Mohammed Bakri’s 2002 f ilm, Jenin, Jenin, 
based on Palestinian testimonials from the refugee camp. Initially, the f ilm would 
be banned by the Israeli censor—a decision that was later overturned by the 
Israeli Supreme Court.25 On the floor of the Israeli parliament, lawmakers debated 
best practices for protecting the Israeli military from Palestinian defamation, 
culminating in the passage of libel legislation intended to protect soldiers.26 Such 
legislative efforts would persist for years to come.27

Within Israel, a consensus emerged: Jenin had been a seismic “public diplo-
macy problem,” a “resounding hasbara failure.”28 The volume of commentary was 
voluminous, both within the military and among the Israeli public. Policy papers 
would abound (e.g. “The Case of Jenin: How Poor PR Planning Led to False Charges 
of ‘Massacre’”).29 Some Israeli commentators focused their blame on the military’s 
“lack of strategy for media policy,” including its failure to understand the “part played 
by the Internet and cell phones . . . during the Jenin operation.”30 The military’s policy 
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of restricting journalists from “battle zones” also came under considerable criticism, 
blamed for ceding the media advantage to the Palestinians: had journalists “been 
permitted to enter Jenin in the early stages of the battle, Palestinian accusations 
of massacre would have had a different reception.”31 The argument was echoed by 
many: “though Jenin was sealed to the press, pictures of the battlefield, shot with 
local amateur video cameras, were broadcasted, mainly on Arab TV.”32 

In this media vacuum, most Israeli commentators agreed, enemy images were 
allowed to gain the upper hand. “There is a war being waged against the state of 
Israel,” concluded a former military spokesperson, reflecting on the lessons from 
Jenin. “The world looks at us through the lens of the camera . . . and these lenses 
are mostly Palestinian.”33 And the damage was lasting: “The dramatic pictures of 
the operation’s outcome haunted Israel’s public diplomacy efforts long after the 
operation itself had ended.”34 

Among the proposed solutions was a fuller integration of embedded military 
photographers in operational theaters to provide countervailing state-sponsored 
visuals, combating the cameras of the enemy.35 Israeli analysts returned to this 
point frequently in the postmortem that followed Operation Defensive Shield.36 
“A camera is a cannon . . . part of the arsenal,” wrote celebrated Israeli military 
analyst Ehud Ya’ari, reflecting on the lessons of Jenin (in one of the numerous 
academic conferences—many co-sponsored by the Israeli military—that would 
be dedicated to the subject).37 “The question is, in which direction does it point 
and who is behind it. The ultimate question is how we can ensure that most of 
these cannons are to our advantage.”38

A BATTALION OF CAMERAMEN

For the military, the hasbara failures suffered during the second uprising would 
yield a rethinking of its approach to media production: its strategies, operational 
protocols, associated technologies. Current and former military spokespersons 
would call for a wholly new approach to operational documentation. A month 
after the Al-Durrah killing (2000), a former military spokesperson, writing in 
the military’s professional magazine, urged the military to make a bold shift in 
media policy:

Let us imagine that the IDF had a battalion of television cameramen 
equipped with 500 cameras, and that each camera had a team of two peo-
ple: a cameraman and an audio recorder. At the outbreak of the riots, they 
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would disperse to all clashes and friction points, and their job would be 
to collect videographic testimonials about the clashes. The f ilmed material 
that the battalion commanders collect . . . [could] expose the truth about 
what is going on in the confrontation with the Palestinians. The raw mate-
rial could then be transferred to foreign broadcast stations with a short ex-
planation of where they were f ilmed. The raw material could also be edited 
for hasbara f ilms.39

Writing in the immediate aftermath of the viral damage caused by the Al-
Durrah footage, this former military spokesperson imagined a future battlef ield 
that was dense with military cameras in “all clashes and friction points.” In his 
vision, the proposed “battalion of cameramen” would “uncover the truth” that 
foreign journalists and Palestinian amateur photographers had obscured and 
distorted. The author made a budgetary argument as well, noting that “cameras 
are much cheaper than a Merkava tank or an assault helicopter,” but conceded 
the considerable work required to develop the relevant photographic skills and 
strategies. The military’s longstanding fears also had to be overcome: “We don’t 
need to be afraid of the cameras. We just need to learn how to use them and de-
ploy them in all the relevant arenas.”

The military’s f irst training course for “photographer-warriors” was launched 
the next year (2001). The soldiers involved were “trained in photographing under 
battle conditions and instructed how to get photos that were attractive to news-
paper editors and news broadcasts.”40 They would be installed in military theaters 
the following year (see Image 22). But the project suffered from numerous short-
comings, as military analysts were quick to point out, including a lack of adequate 
equipment and training, and failure to move images quickly from operational 
contexts. And because these military photographers lacked requisite combat 
training, they could not accompany troops onto the battlef ield, a guideline that 
had also prevented military photographers from chronicling the 2002 Jenin oper-
ation.41 In 2003, one of these so-called photographer-warriors would be killed in 
Gaza, drawing national attention to the program’s serious limitations.42 In the eyes 
of military commentators, the project required a wholesale reconceptualization.

One such blueprint would emerge in the immediate wake of the Jenin oper-
ation. In a policy paper entitled “Implementation of Conclusions,” distributed to 
the Spokesperson’s Commanders Forum, a former military spokesperson made 
the case for an ambitious approach to operational documentation:
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Every IDF operation should be documented for dissemination in video and 
stills [where] emphasis should be put on documentation of the f ighting and 
entrance into sensitive sites (hospitals, mosques, schools). In the course of 
the operation, successes should be shown and reported as swiftly as possi-
ble to Israeli and international audiences . . . in order that the operation not 
be interpreted as retaliatory action.43

Out of the ashes of the hasbara failures of the second intifada—Al-Durrah and 
Jenin—came military visions for a solution to its media crisis. The solution lay 
in volume, territorial spread, and speed: namely, greater numbers of military 
cameras, with greater spatial distribution, delivering “successes . . . as swiftly as 
possible” to global audiences. Only a media program at this scale would solve 
the military’s media woes, avoiding future viral scandals. It would take years for 
this vision to take hold. But in the ensuing decade, the military would eventually 
turn these speculative proposals into policy blueprints. 

im age 22. Israeli soldiers with shock grenades, accompanied by a combat photographer, 
during a demonstration against the separation barrier. Marda. 26 May 2005. Source: Yotam 
Ronen/Activestills.
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THE PROBLEM OF TIME 

Military media efforts were also constrained by time. More pointedly, as ana-
lysts repeatedly lamented, by belatedness: military-generated images and doc-
umentation from operational theaters often arrived too late, long after enemy 
content had been circulated to global audiences. This problem had compounded 
as their enemies’ facility with social media and mobile digital technologies had 
grown—and, it seemed to the military, at exponential rates. Israeli analysts un-
derstood the reason why. A longstanding military policy stipulated the review of 
all military-generated data prior to its circulation. Thus “pictures or information 
in real time” was effectively an operational impossibility.44 This belabored pro-
cess for verif ication and circulation had long been deemed a security necessity. 
But after Jenin, such security-driven procedures and protocols came under new-
found scrutiny from Israeli analysts:

The IDF’s public relations department is often torn between the need to re-
act quickly to events and its commitment to a high standard of verif ication. 
Such verif ication requires thorough investigation, including interviewing 
off icers in the f ield, and [it] takes time. . . . For these reasons, the IDF’s pub-
lication of information regarding the battle and casualties in Jenin in April 
2002 was signif icantly delayed, unintentionally spawning rumors and un-
certainty throughout the country.45

This tension between “credibility versus speed,” as it would be framed, 
remained acute and unsolved in the decade following the second Palestinian 
intifada.46 In 2010, a military spokesperson described the associated chal-
lenges to me this way: “one of the reasons we lose the media battle in so many 
cases is because we are not fast enough—because we try to verify things.” It 
was a crucial point of contrast with their Palestinian enemies who were not, 
he noted with sarcasm, similarly encumbered (“does Hamas verify?”). Some 
Israeli analysts placed the blame more squarely on the spokespersons’ office: 
“I just don’t think that they completely understand what real time means,” 
I would be told by a senior military correspondent—strictly off the record, 
he said—in 2010:

I get reports that there are clashes with Palestinians and the IDF is there. So, 
I call up the IDF spokesman: “What’s going on?” “We’re looking into it,” they 
say. What do you mean, you’re looking into it? The media has evolved. I need 
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my information now. Everything is instant. You have to create real-time ca-
pability. And I don’t think they’ve done it.

In that window of lag, he argued, the enemy usually gained the media advantage.

In 2010, the Israeli military would suffer another damning hasbara failure on 
the scale of Jenin, or thus it would be perceived within Israel. Again, the issue 
of timeliness was at its core. The event in question concerned a naval convoy—
named the Freedom Flotilla, or Mavi Marmara—that had traveled from Turkey 
to the Gaza Strip, carrying humanitarian supplies and hundreds of international 
activists who aimed to break Israel’s blockade of the Gaza Strip. The Israeli 
forces attempted to divert its course, charging the activists with violating its 
naval blockade. When the vessels refused, they were forcibly raided by Israeli 
commandos. A confrontation broke out and commandos opened f ire, killing 
nine passengers. International condemnation was immediate and widespread, 
including a United Nations report denouncing Israel for unlawful and “exces-
sive use of force.”47 The event would generate years of crisis in Israel–Turkey 
diplomatic relations.48

Within Israel, the event would be read as another PR disaster “of strategic 
proportions.”49 Again, Israelis focused their ire on the documentation gap. Unlike 
the military, the Mavi Marmara activists were f luent social media users. A quar-
ter of a million people watched their livestream from the f lotilla, while many 
more consumed their footage on Twitter and television—including footage of 
Israeli security forces beating Marmara passengers. All these media efforts 
had continued, successfully, despite the Israeli navy’s efforts to jam commu-
nications. 

The failures of the military’s media strategy would be dissected in the Israeli 
media in months that followed. Although the military had dispatched a media 
crew with the commando operation, they lacked the satellite technologies nec-
essary for livestream, having planned to physically transport the footage back to 
Israel by helicopter. But the raid didn’t go as planned—“we didn’t expect a lynch,” 
I was told by a military spokesperson—and these helicopters were needed to 
transport injured commandos.50 As military spokespersons noted later, the ensu-
ing confusion in military headquarters on the night of the raid was considerable: 
“When the incident began, I was in the operations room and I’m saying: Where 
is the helicopter? I need the pictures. They tell me: No, we need the helicopter to 
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evacuate the wounded.”51 While activists were livestreaming the commando raid, 
the military’s footage was delayed in transit.52

In 2014, I spoke with a former high-ranking military spokesperson about the 
Mavi Marmara incident and he described the numerous hurdles involved where 
their media operation was concerned. First, he said, there were the problems asso-
ciated with the physical transport of the footage. Then, they faced the belabored 
terms of their standard verif ication protocol:

Just imagine that that footage comes in, and it takes a couple of hours to get 
it out back to like Tel Aviv headquarters . . . [with] a combination of helicop-
ter and motorcycles . . . but [it takes a while to reach] the right off ice in the 
navy. The head of navy says no, so it goes back down to the navy spokesper-
son. That spokesperson speaks to the IDF spokesperson’s central unit, goes 
to the top of the spokesperson’s unit, and that guy calls up the head of the 
navy . . .. You can see it taking a long time. . . . The IDF is Israel’s largest orga-
nization, so it’s going to take a while for things to get through.

The time lag was considerable. The commando raid occurred at 4:30 am. At the time, 
Al Jazeera was already broadcasting live from the naval convoy. The military would 
not publish its video until 3:00 pm the following day.53 In this crucial window of me-
dia delay, this spokesperson argued, they lost the “battle for hearts and minds.” Israe-
li analysts were quick to note the irony: “For a country so technologically advanced 
and with such acute public diplomacy challenges, to fail so miserably at preparing 
a communications offensive over new media is a failure of strategic proportions.”54

What emerged from the ashes of the f lotilla f iasco, as some Israeli journalists 
called it, was a newfound military embrace of the real-time image, an under-
standing of its strategic military value. The policy and protocol implications were 
considerable, requiring a wholesale shift in the ways that the military moved, 
processed, and distributed their media from operational contexts. In 2014, mil-
itary spokesperson Peter Lerner spoke to me about the paradigm shift required 
to operationalize a livestream:

The images were always understood to be core in the media effort of the 
IDF, but what happened in 2010 was the time element, where we could not 
counter the claims that were coming off the Marmara boat with alternate 
footage. Because our plan of action was to f ly the footage off of the boat 
and bring it to coast to be edited, rather than have it broadcasted. It’s not 
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that the technology wasn’t harnessed within the military at the time. But 
it just wasn’t a plan of action for the IDF spokesperson’s unit. That realiza-
tion initiated a shift in the spokesperson unit about the types of capabilities 
that were required—including the capability to stream live footage from 
the f ield to the headquarters, and the ability to actually edit it within, I’d 
say, the golden hour so that we can distribute it as soon as possible. 

For the military, the imagined solution lay in a range of military innovations 
and technological upgrades in their digital infrastructures, camera technologies, 
and media action plans. And herein lay a fantasy that would endure for years to 
come. If only the Israeli military could get the time right, the rest would follow. 
If only they could deliver their images in the so-called the golden hour, beating 
their enemy to global audiences, Israel could win the PR war.

EXPERIMENTS IN SOCIAL MEDIA

The military’s work with social media as a hasbara platform, an effort central-
ized in the off ice of the spokesperson, began improvisationally. In the early 
days of Israel’s 2008–2009 incursion into the Gaza Strip (code-named Opera-
tion Cast Lead), several soldiers launched a YouTube channel to showcase foot-
age of the aerial bombardment of Gaza, f ilmed from the vantage point of the 
Israeli weapon. Their experimental efforts had been wildly successful, draw-
ing thousands of viewers to their footage and effectively controlling the global 
media story about the war. The results cemented the importance of social me-
dia within the military’s PR efforts. The internet was “another war zone,” the 
military spokesperson would boldly conclude in the war’s aftermath. “We have 
to be relevant here.”55

In March 2011, I paid my f irst visit to the military’s social media team, housed 
in a nondescript West Jerusalem off ice building, full of young, uniformed soldiers 
bent over their desktop computers. Despite their earlier successes, the project 
remained in its nascency, just beginning to take shape as a vital branch of the 
spokesperson’s division. Nonetheless, a paradigm shift was afoot. Senior spokes-
persons were becoming active on social media, using Twitter and Facebook on 
behalf of the military, and some were beginning to publicly embrace “the digital 
medium as a strategic weapon.”56 But privately, many were still struggling to un-
derstand social media’s PR potential and even its appropriateness as a tool of state. 
Within these off ices, the labor required to make the adjustment was considerable. 
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Indeed, it involved a wholesale reorientation in military protocols and practices. 
“This isn’t what armies normally do,” I was repeatedly told.

The team overseeing the military’s social media output was small, and their 
operation remained somewhat improvisational. I was meeting with the head of 
this team, Aliza Landes, who worked on a laptop in a windowless corner off ice, 
adorned by a single postcard. Landes was the f irst to hold this position, a result 
of her instrumental role during the 2008–2009 Gaza incursion. It was something 
of a family affair. Her father, Richard Landes, was already consulting with the 
military’s media team on the matter of Palestinian media fakery, as he put it.57 
They were complementary roles: he sought to manage the damning visuals being 
produced by their Palestinian enemies through hoax detection and denunciation, 
while she sought to improve the military’s social media output. Both were com-
mitted to enhanced military hasbara.

During the course of our interview, Landes received calls and SMS updates 
from military personnel in the f ield. Some were about the aftermath of that day’s 
bombing incident in West Jerusalem’s central bus station (an explosive had been 
placed in a suitcase), and some were about the rockets being f ired concurrently 
from the Gaza Strip into southern Israel, a response to Israeli air attacks on Gaza 
in the week prior. Once verif ied and cleared, much of this information would be 
posted to the military’s off icial blog and Twitter feed. Breaking news about in-
coming rockets interrupted our interview, as Landes called in her young associate. 
“Can we tweet this, Tal?” The news came back a minute later. No, the details in 
the report were still unconfirmed. For the military, the social media buck stopped 
with her. She was responsible for their Twitter and YouTube accounts, as well as 
their blog, then thought to rival social media in PR eff icacy.58 Their Facebook 
account was still being programmed. It would launch a few months later.59

Like others at the new media headquarters, Landes was young, in her early 
20s, having assumed the position a mere four years after her immigration to Israel 
from the United States. She was the perfect candidate for the job, her superiors 
told me, as her native English, youth, and digital f luency were deemed crucial 
to the position. Despite her off icial uniform, there was a casual air about her—
with hair in a ponytail and an unceremonious mode of address. This posture of 
informality was at the core of the military’s work on social media—an effort to 
conjoin the hierarchical and highly regulated work of the army with the idiom of 
casual intimacy required of online engagement.
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“There’s something fundamentally antithetical about social media and any 
major institution,” Landes put it, “especially the military. Half of my time is spent 
trying to explain and convince other military personal that it’s something that 
we have to learn to deal with.” This sense of an antithesis was something I would 
hear repeated from many senior spokespersons during that 2011 visit:

They [social media] are contradictory to the military institution. Any army 
is a closed organization, and usually it keeps its secrets and operational de-
tails inside. And new media works in the opposite way. Also, the language 
is different. Military language is very strict, with a lot of abbreviations and 
very specif ic intonations. The new media are exactly the opposite: a lot of 
emotions, a lot of questions . . . informality. So, it’s a bit diff icult to teach the 
military how new media is really an asset, but we’ve been doing it for the 
past two years.

As Landes conceded, many in higher military echelons had yet to embrace 
the paradigm shift. “Facebook has a tabloid-y look to it,” I was told by one such 
high-ranking off icial. “And we are, after all, a serious organization.” Landes ex-
plained this as a cultural gap that inflected the military throughout: “In 2008, 
the IDF still communicated with the world through faxes and beepers,” she not-
ed, and “the website looked like it had walked out of 1995.” The labor required to 
come up to digital speed was considerable.

Landes had four soldiers working under her command. And although they 
were tasked with distributing online content about unfolding events, they were 
still navigating the parameters of their engagement, still developing best practices 
for military usage of these platforms. The question of how to manage “inflamma-
tory stuff” remained a live issue. Landes provided the example of the military’s 
YouTube page. Although the comments section had been open to the public on its 
f irst day live, it would be shut down a mere 24 hours later following a torrent of 
“hate comments,” the volume and tenor of which had taken the team by surprise.

Other Israeli state actors and institutions were also experimenting with social 
media in these years and facing similar challenges. Such was the experience of 
the Israeli Foreign Ministry, celebrated as a leader in the emerging f ield of digital 
diplomacy, a mode of stagecraft pioneered in Washington, DC, where government 
2.0 was being pioneered.60 In the spring of 2011, I visited with the handful of em-
ployees working in the ministry’s social media division, responsible for managing 
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the online Brand Israel campaign.61 A few months prior, in the aftermath of the 
popular revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt, they had described their sense of op-
timism about social media’s potential as a regional bridge “between Israel and 
its Arab neighbors.”62 Now, faced with a growing volume of anti-Israel trolls, they 
were having doubts. I spent a morning with the only full-time administrator of the 
Foreign Ministry’s Arabic Twitter and Facebook accounts. She was, she confessed, 
perpetually overwhelmed. Due to budgetary constraints, their Facebook page 
could only be surveyed during working hours and thus, she said, something was 
always missed. As a result, commentary deemed inflammatory could be assured 
a Facebook life of several hours when posted in the evening, only to be hastily 
removed in the morning. “We don’t have the possibility to have people monitor 
the page 24 hours a day,” another staff member explained during our interview. 
“People come to work, they do their job, they go home in the evening, and that’s 
it.” When she arrived in morning, she had to clean it up.

The military had taken note. At the time of my visit, they were actively pro-
gramming its Facebook page—it would launch a few months later—and still 
developing a set of guidelines for its administration. The Foreign Ministry’s strat-
egy, deleting inflammatory posts the next morning, was not deemed a viable 
option: “We are going to need specif ic night shifts in relation to the [Facebook] 
wall,” Landes explained. But she conceded that the funding for these additional 
personnel had not yet been secured.

Much had changed within the social media division when I returned for in-
terviews a few months later. Landes had been replaced by a digital marketer from 
the private sector, the military’s Facebook page had been launched in English and 
Arabic, and four soldiers were tweeting in the military’s name. Now, the social 
media team was preparing Twitter content in advance—like, infographics about 
their humanitarian assistance to Gaza—anticipating military incursions to come 
and the associated PR needs. The potential threat of social media in enemy hands 
was also increasingly apparent within the spokesperson division, as they noted 
to the Israeli press: “one cell phone camera can harm a regime more than any 
intelligence agency’s operations.”63

Their approach to online detractors had also changed. Now, they were letting 
criticism stand on Facebook, rather than rushing to delete. “We’re not responsible,” 
said a senior spokesperson, “and I think that people understand that.” Of course, there 
were limits: “Like, if somebody sprays graffiti on the front door of the IDF [military] 
headquarters in Tel Aviv—like, ‘Zionist pigs’—nobody would assume that we spray 
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painted that. But we’re sure not gonna leave that.” It was all a moving target, he con-
ceded. In this new media environment, the “rules were being made up as you go . . . ”

For the division of the military spokesperson, the labor of coming up to digital 
speed took considerable time and effort. In the years chronicled here, the use of 
social media as a military tool was new, requiring numerous changes to internal 
military practice.64 At issue was a wholesale paradigm shift, a radical departure 
from the traditional norms governing military media. The learning curve was 
steep and uneven, and the margin of error high, as the social media division 
labored to bring the military in line with global shifts in media ecosystems. 

THE PICTURES LOOK BAD

This history of military hasbara failures includes the story of Israeli off icer Sha-
lom Eisner, caught on camera beating an unarmed protestor. The events in ques-
tion occurred on 14 April 2012. A group of approximately 200 anti-occupation 
activists, including Palestinians and internationals, attempted a protest bike 
ride through the West Bank. Israeli security forces, led by commanding off icer 
Shalom Eisner, intercepted the group. One of the activists f ilmed Eisner striking 
a Danish protestor, Andreas Ayas, in the face with the butt of his M-16. Within 
a few hours, the footage had gone viral.65 Israeli leaders and top military off i-
cials responded with a “storm of condemnation.”66 Eisner would be suspended 
following the f indings of a military investigation, only to be reinstated in 2019 
following an organized Israeli solidarity campaign.67 Right-wing communities 
praised his work in “defending our country against the terrorists,” and some par-
liamentarians proposed him for “man of the year.”68 

Israeli media coverage of the Eisner affair was voluminous. As one commen-
tator noted, it was no less than a public obsession. Images of the beating appeared 
on newspaper front pages and dominated the evening television news programs, 
with commentators “showing the images over and over again like a snuff video.”69 
Most Israelis embraced Eisner as hero, using social media to express their soli-
darity.70 Military spokespersons, drawing on a familiar storyline, insisted that 
Eisner was a military aberration, having abandoned “the moral values that we 
teach our soldiers and commanders.”71 In the halls of parliament, government 
ministers sided with Eisner and warned of the dangers posed by “letting [foreign] 
activists roam freely.”72 The charge of media manipulation was prevalent: “The 
talented creator of the video . . . made sure not to show the part where the soldier 
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[Eisner] was attacked. The guy who shot the video did so with one goal, to mislead 
and incite world leaders . . . apparently a well-edited video can also confuse our 
own leaders.”73 It was a common storyline: “Why the hysteria? Yes it’s wrong to 
hit someone like that, but we only saw a six-second long video, we don’t know 
what happened. We already know they edit these things to make us look bad.”74 
Critics from the Israeli left, including former members of parliament, attempted 
to redirect national eyes to the broader context of military occupation: 

But what if he is not an anomaly? What if there is more than one Eisner? In 
that case, this incident can actually be an opportunity—to examine and 
correct our behavior towards protesters who disagree with us, and to make 
a change beyond one single punishment.75 

Throughout the course of the Eisner media event, the proxy logic reigned su-
preme, as voices from the left would note: “The prevalent argument . . . has to do 
with the PR angle: How foolish it was for the senior off icer to act this way in front 
of the cameras . . . ”76 

Israeli left and right concurred on one point: Eisner’s failure to understand the 
media environment of the digital age. “[H]ad it been up to me, I would send him 
packing for stupidity alone,” wrote one Israeli journalist. He continued:

In the 21st century any IDF officer, regardless of rank or post, must take as 
a given the fact that cameras are everywhere and that many people and or-
ganizations seek to tarnish the IDF’s image. Under such [a] state of affairs, 
with every image making its way to thousands of television stations world-
wide, one needs no more than a moderate IQ to realize that any unusual 
action by an IDF off icer would resonate across the world and cause grave 
damage to the State of Israel’s reputation and image.77

Many commentators agreed. Eisner had failed to understand that “in every 
confrontation like this there is a camera.”78 He had been “clumsy enough to be 
photograph[ed] in the act.”79 The oversight was grave, ceding a victory to Israel’s 
enemies in the “media war”:

After the Arabs gave up on battlef ield victories through operational maneu-
vers, they succeeded in turning the battlefield into a set of photographs with 
the aim of garnering as many likes and shares as possible. And here Eisner 
was baffled . . . failing to understand the mission.80
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Yuli Edelstein, Israeli minister of public diplomacy, made the case more con-
cretely: “The moment these people [the activists] are out of control, running 
around and creating trouble, their dream is to be hit by an off icer and get it on 
camera.”81 The implication was clear: Israel’s enemies were lying in wait with 
their cameras, eager for any opportunity to defame Israel, risking even their life 
for a media opportunity. 

The Eisner affair also generated considerable debate within the military about 
media preparedness. Some suggested better internal education: “Off icers in the 
f ield should be taking courses in diplomacy, they should speak with Israel’s ambas-
sadors, and be exposed to sources of global opinion” to avoid future PR plunders.82 
One prominent military correspondent minced few words in his critique of the 
military’s wholesale “fail[ure] to grasp digital media”:

Besides raising questions about the IDF’s ethical values, the Shalom Eisner 
affair casts doubt on whether the military fully understands the new digital 
battlefield that Israel faces today and will face to an even larger degree in a 
future war. . . . Watching the video though shows other clear mistakes such 
as the failure by Eisner and the other off icers who were with him . . . to 
understand the power of the camera, or in this case cameras, which were 
f ilming the demonstration on Road 90 that day. The fact that the officers did 
not understand that a video camera is like a weapon in such a scenario is in 
itself a failure.83

As a result of military media incompetence, he wrote, Israel’s detractors has se-
cured the “winning propaganda photo.” He continued:

Another question that needs to be asked is: Where were the IDF cameras 
which should have been there to document the demonstration so that Israel 
would have proof to back up its claims if needed? A unit—called Combat 
Camera—was established exactly for this purpose.84

Here, again, the incident was recast as a problem of image management. Had the 
military’s digital literacy been more advanced, the damning event could have 
been avoided. Eisner’s public statements also hued closely to this logic: “[It] could 
have been a professional mistake,” he would later concede, “to use a weapon in 
front of the cameras.”85 The answer to the correspondent’s question—“where 
were the IDF cameras”—would be explained in subsequent national reporting: 
“One of Eisner’s soldier’s was supposed to record the incident, but the battery in 
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his camera died before the f lare-up began.”86 This detail about a quotidian mili-
tary misstep received little media attention. 

THE INCITING CAMERA

As digital technologies spread across the West Bank, Israeli military spokesper-
son Barak Raz looked on with concern. Camera numbers, internet connectivity, 
and social media usage were growing. The military had come to expect Pales-
tinian civilians and international activists armed with cameras at every demon-
stration, as he noted to me in 2013:

Today we’re talking about people with their iPhones, or their GoPros, or 
whatever else. If he has something, he’ll usually put it up to YouTube and if 
it’s good enough, it’ll go viral on the internet and possibly affect the news 
cycle as a whole.

Some Palestinian communities were perceived as particularly dangerous 
media actors. The West Bank village of Nabi Saleh was chief among them. 
In a small conference room in the military’s Jerusalem offices, with the as-
sistance of a whiteboard, Raz sketched a map of the village—delineating, in 
rough strokes of the pen, the village’s relationship to the neighboring settle-
ment of Halamish, demarcating the road that snakes between them—“this is 
route 465, here.” With this schema as his guide, he walked me slowly through 
the challenges of “riot containment” in this dense landscape, with attention 
to military management of the village’s weekly anti-occupation demonstra-
tions, populated by Palestinian and international activists, Israeli journal-
ists and human rights workers. All were armed with cameras and all posed 
a perceived threat.

In Raz’s estimation, the threat of the Palestinian camera was paramount. 
Their forces routinely encountered Palestinian photographers who “get in the 
way” of their routine operations, considered particularly dangerous “when you 
have some sort of clash or riot.” In these instances, Raz said, the border police or 
soldier would approach them “and say ‘you need to move back fast because right 
now, you’re interfering.’” Typically, he said, the photographer wouldn’t comply. 
“You may not even be making a request: ‘I’m not asking, I’m telling, you need to move 
that way.’” Raz claimed a passing familiarity with many of the veteran Palestinian 
videographers working in Nabi Saleh, including those aff iliated with B’Tselem, 
citing frequent problems with their most seasoned videographer, Bilal Tamimi: 
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“Week after week after week, Tamimi will ignore the soldiers who say, ‘listen, 
you’ve got to move back.’” 

Other Palestinian cameras posed a different kind of threat. Raz repeated 
a storyline that I would hear numerous times in these off ices: the story of the 
enemy camera whose function was to provoke or incite under the guise of 
documentation. Nabi Saleh was the locus of these inciting cameras, chief ly 
in the hands of its youth population. Raz described youth lying in wait for the 
military with their cameras, then tormenting the Israeli forces with verbal 
and sometimes physical aggression in hopes of a violent response on camera, 
determined to capture an image when military tempers were high. The chal-
lenge for soldiers in the f ield was “how not to fall victim to provocations when 
there’s a camera.” For Israeli listeners, this story would immediately conjure 
the f igure of Nabi Saleh resident Ahed Tamimi—12 years old at the time of my 
interview with Raz—whose emboldened confrontations with Israeli authorities, 
often caught on camera, were frequently dissected on the Israeli evening news 
by so-called experts in Arab affairs. Tamimi’s activist renown would peak in 
2017, following another such confrontation with the occupying forces that had 

im age 23. Soldier employing his personal smartphone as a tool of intimidation. A mili-
tary crackdown on demonstrators would follow. Nabi Saleh. 30 March 2015. Source: Haim 
Schwarczenberg.
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been livestreamed on Facebook, culminating in her arrest by Israeli soldiers on 
charges of incitement. In mainstream Israeli imaginations, Tamimi epitomized 
the danger of this new landscape of proliferating cameras.87

Raz had witnessed these incidents personally. He described a similar scene 
in Hebron from a few months prior, a “kind of verbal clash” between settlers and 
Palestinians, with security forces present to “break it up and keep things calm.” 
It was then that the attempted provocation began:

I saw this girl—she was probably about 15 years old—come up to one of the 
soldiers. And she was kind of cursing at him, and he was kind of ignoring 
her. . . . At one point he turns around to move towards her, I guess to contain 
her . . . he didn’t even touch her, just walk towards her. . . . And then I saw her 
spit at him—a really fat piece of spit that I could see from about f ive meters 
away. The second she did that, all of a sudden, she pulled a camera out from 
behind her back.

Much to his dismay, his own camera was not live at the time: “I had my iPhone in 
my hand, and I cursed the moment that I didn’t f ilm this.” So common are such 
scenes, Raz said, that they are now the focus of internal military education for 
recruits:

We’re like—listen, suck up the provocations. Because maybe you’ll react in 
the proper way. Maybe the person will be arrested or you’ll call the police 
authorities. . . . Or worse, you lose your cool and you do something you’re 
not allowed or supposed to do. . . . It’s enough for that one situation where 
they don’t keep their cool…and all of a sudden it becomes a big status that is 
being shared on Facebook or YouTube.

In these years, the military was responding by increasing their own volume 
of military photographers in the West Bank, and Raz sometimes oversaw these 
media operations. As he conceded, they didn’t always go as planned. A recent 
operation in Hebron—30 March 2013—was a case in point, as Raz would describe 
to me. They were targeting the Palestinian youth population of the city, whose 
daily stone throwing was, in the military’s estimation, endangering the lives of 
settlers and soldiers. The military planned to respond with detentions and arrests 
of those responsible, accompanied by military photographers. “Rock throwing is 
common in Judea and Samaria,” read an English-language post on the military’s 
online blog, published a week prior to the operation. “And along with Molotov 
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Cocktails and booby-trapped tire throwing, [rock throwing] is a terror act that 
comes under the def inition of ‘popular terror.’ These incidents happen daily, and 
are easily ignored by the mainstream media, because they don’t seem that serious. 
But did you know that a simple rock can kill?”88

The office of the military spokesperson had dispatched a cameraman to f ilm 
the operation as it unfolded, with the aim of making the footage rapidly available to 
media outlets—an effort, Raz explained, both to document the military’s vantage 
and respond to enemy cameras in kind. Raz described their media calculation:

We knew that Hebron is very heavily documented by individuals, B’Tselem, 
the journalists, and everyone else. So we said—okay, we’re going to put 
a cameraman on the roof because we understand the questions that will 
arise. . . . We’ll have him document it and he’ll broadcast back so that we get 
that footage in real time.

The military operation resulted in the detention and arrest of twenty-seven Pal-
estinian children.89 As the military anticipated, the operation would be f ilmed 
by Palestinian residents and activists, including a set of B’Tselem photographers 
who released the footage the same day, alongside a vocal condemnation from the 
NGO regarding the mass arrests of minors.90 B’Tselem footage showed images of 
school-age children and their parents struggling to avoid detention by the Israeli 
authorities, who were present in large numbers.

But the military’s media operation did proceed as planned. Their rooftop f ilm-
ing unit captured the desired footage, but their transmitter had glitched during 
the operation, interrupting their upload from the f ield. Once back in military 
headquarters, it also emerged that something was wrong with the military’s video 
f ile: “When we tried to bring it to a computer to adjust it, [we learned] that the 
f ile was corrupt . . . this was just a total snafu.”

As the B’Tselem footage circulated, pressure rose within the off ice of the 
military spokesperson.91 As Raz told me, Israeli and international journalists 
were calling his off ice and demanding a response to the mass arrests of children 
and he responded with the details of military protocol: “I told them, there’s 
an identif ication process, kids who are under the age will be turned over and 
kids who are over the age will be arrested.” But in the absence of explanatory 
footage—they were still dealing with the corrupted f ile shot by the military 
cameraman—his off icial response failed to persuade. He urged them to wait 
for the off icial military images:
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I said: Keep in mind, we have this documented. . . . I can’t give you that pic-
ture right now because of my own technological faults, but make sure you 
are putting in that this isn’t some random round up. These are kids who are 
throwing rocks every single day. . . . When [the military footage] is released, 
you can see it. . . . Right now, I’m having technological problems that I’m 
breaking my head over, but I have this footage and it can be expected in a 
few days.

The military footage f inally reached the public on March 30, 10 days after the 
events in question: a set of blurry frames, 44 seconds in length, of stone-throw-
ing children.92 Scenes of the military’s mass detention of dozens of Palestinian 
youth, some under the age of 10, had been omitted from these off icial frames. 
Raz would issue an accompanying statement, stressing the children’s “daily 
rock throwing at civilians,” and endeavoring to explain the technological cir-
cumstances that had slowed their off icial messaging: “Unfortunately, we experi-
enced technical diff iculties that morning with retrieving the footage.”

In Raz’s estimation, this public relations damage was considerable. “I’m not 
naive. I know how the media works. A few days late is too late.” In this window of 
delay, the human rights image had been codif ied as the story of the event. I asked 
Raz if the event reflected a continued learning curve, within the military, where 
new technologies were concerned:

Everything is a learning curve . . . and everything is constantly changing. 
You constantly have to conduct what we call a “rolling situational assess-
ment.” You’re analyzing everything that can affect the overall situation, 
how you deal with it, and how you implement lessons learned, ranging from 
how we use tear gas properly, to how we use cameras properly.

It was but a minor incident, paling in comparison to what the military deemed 
their larger media failures (Al-Durrah, Jenin, Mavi Marmara). But from where 
Raz sat, in the Jerusalem off ice of the military spokesperson, these everyday 
blunders were consequential: the glitch in the transmitter, the corrupted f ile, 
the delay in image transmission. These ordinary lapses in media functionality 
were what stood between the military and media success on any given day. In 
this window of delay, the enemy had won the media war, again.
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THE VICTORY IMAGE

A decade after its founding during the f irst Palestinian uprising, the military’s 
program for so-called photographer-warriors, or embedded military camera 
operators, continued to falter. Military analysts cited the project’s persistent 
shortcomings: inadequate technology, poor training, belated images. In 2011, the 
military’s professional journal, Maarachot, dedicated its cover story to the pro-
gram’s legacy of failures, authored by a former military spokesperson. Entitled 
“The Victory Image” (tamunat nitzahon), a reference to the desired PR outcome 
that had eluded the military heretofore, the article outlined proposals to correct 
“[t]he gap between the documentation abilities of the enemy and those of IDF.”93 
The threat, the author stressed, was considerable: “Through false information 
from the battlef ield, Israel’s enemies attempt to undermine its legitimacy and 
restrict the IDF. The answer is building a unit for operational documentation [ti-
yud mivtza’i] to expose the enemy lies.”94 New staff ing protocols were necessary, 
including “train[ing] ‘soldier photographers’ who will be an organic part of their 
units and will be prepared to document in war zones.”95 Although the military 
had “purchased cameras and distributed them to the warriors in the f ield,” they 
lacked knowledge of “how to operate the equipment or what to shoot.” Nor had 
the military solved the recurrent challenge of rapid image delivery and circula-
tion: “[I]n practice, images shot rarely left the battlef ield,” or were “delivered to 
IDF [military] spokesmen in cars.”96 Then, after their “arrival [at headquarters] it 
takes a long time to edit and distribute.” Encumbered by these numerous prob-
lems, the project had consistently failed to deliver “the victory image.”97 

This illusive photograph—the victory image—was the very heart of the mil-
itary’s hasbara blueprint. Namely, a photograph capable of securing a decisive 
PR victory: indeed a performative image, installing the outcome (“victory”) it 
depicted. The magazine’s accompanying illustration—a military camera crew 
with tripod-mounted camera—was suggestive of the considerable gap that re-
mained between military media protocols, tethered to technologies of an earlier 
age, and the digital prof iciencies of their foes (see Image 24). This gap in media 
literacy would persist for years.

The spokesperson’s division unveiled its Combat Camera project later that 
year (2011), borrowing a name employed by a comparable US military program 
from which Israel received training.98 The aim of the upgraded project was “better 
visuals”: namely, greater numbers of military camera operators on the front lines 
of unfolding combat situations, equipped with better technology and training, 
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“giv[ing] us an influx of visuals constantly, whether we are at war or combat or 
when nothing is going on,” as a military spokesperson would explain to me in 2011. 
A shift in training protocols was at the core of the redesign: 

Now, they pull somebody out of their existing unit, train them [in photogra-
phy], and throw them back in. So, you have people who know the battlef ield 
and can carry a camera—instead of sending out an IDF greenhorn who’s 
not really sure what’s going on there. 

The military envisioned photographer-warriors distributed across military the-
aters, in every operational context, as a spokesperson noted to the Israeli press: 

im age 24 . Cover of Maarachot, journal of the Israeli military, including 
feature article on combat photography. December 2011. Source: http://
maarachot.idf.il/

http://maarachot.idf.il/
http://maarachot.idf.il/
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“The idea is that just as each infantry company has a trained medic, a radio oper-
ator, and a heavy machine gun specialist, so too would it have a trained camera-
man, from within its rank-and-f ile.”99

The timing of the redesign was crucial, as Israeli headlines noted: “IDF 
Soldiers May Take Cameras to War to Stave Off International Criticism.”100 At 
the time of the project’s 2011 launch, the military continued to suffer from the 
widespread condemnation that followed their 2008–2009 bloody assault on the 
Gaza Strip, including accusations of war crimes and the threat of prosecution 
at the International Criminal Court.101 The military hoped that a growing body 
of images from military theaters would function as crucial tools in both media 
and legal contexts. The project was ready for its f irst wartime operationalization 
during the 2014 Israeli incursion into the Gaza Strip (code-named Operation 
Protective Edge).

But Combat Camera, alone, was not enough to secure the desired media vic-
tory.” During the 2014 Gaza incursion, the military also operationalized what 
they called a “visual operations room” or “visual command center,” designed to 
centralize the full range of military visuals within a single, physical locale.102 In 
the process, their teams could expedite the labor of image selection, verif ication, 
and processing, as a military spokesperson would explain to me: “The idea is 
that one room can get video feeds from a number of different arenas—whether 
coming from border cameras, coming from live crews out in the f ield, coming 
from drones . . . [whatever] has a short loop.” 

The associated labor was considerable. The incoming footage had to be culled, 
verif ied, and curated by soldiers—those sitting at computers in the operations 
room, watching a set of simultaneous screens—before its dissemination.103 A 
senior spokesperson described the work this way:

Stein: What are you looking for when you are in the [visual operations] 
room?

IDF: It depends. . . . It could be all different types of things that serve to am-
plify visually the message we are trying to send, to describe the mission we 
are carrying out, the type of enemy that we are facing. We need to f ine-tune 
those images so that they serve that understanding.

Stein: . . . By f ine-tuning, you mean captioning, editing, that kind of thing?

IDF: I wouldn’t say editing it or manipulating it. . . . We put in titles and 
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freeze it so people can see the launch because that [only] takes a second. 
We freeze it to when you see the launch happening, put a circle around it to 
draw the attention to it. Otherwise you might miss it. . . . It shows why this 
is a legitimate target.

This work was also highly attuned to the social media f ield, as the Israeli media 
would report: 

During an incident, when the rumors start to f ly on WhatsApp and report-
ers and editors are jamming the phone lines with urgent demands for in-
formation, the NCOs [non-commissioned off icers] in the operations room 
review the materials they have received, do an initial edit on them—main-
ly adding subtitles and selecting various angles—and send them to all the 
editorial desks with the f lick of a f inger.104 

The curatorial work involved—the labor of assessment, verif ication, and edit-
ing—was not new. But the military’s project of image centralization had changed 
their media work in both kind and degree. Most of the cameras that fed into the 
visual operations room were not new, including a broad range of surveillance tech-
nologies already operative in the f ield, but the project had given them new kinds 
of media applications (see Image 25). Senior military spokesperson Peter Lerner 
detailed the range and scope of military cameras on which the project drew:

[I]t could be surveillance drones, it could be towers that have video footage . . . 
special ops that had its own helmets—GoPro-type things—naval surveil-
lance, lookout towers with f ield intelligence. . . . If it’s somebody that is in 
f ield intelligence that also has cameras capabilities, that’s also good. If we can 
utilize a visual intelligence post which also has camera footage—sometimes 
video, sometimes grainy sometimes from a distance, sometimes very high 
definition—that’s also good. So, it’s utilizing everything which is visual to its 
full scope to convey the Israeli point-of-view of what’s happening.

Lerner’s “everything which is visual” was broad and capacious. The project drew 
on the extensive range of military cameras and optical technologies already op-
erating in the f ield, as the Israeli media would describe:

The NCOs [non-commissioned off icers] in the [visual] operations room are 
able to connect to any lookout’s camera in the relevant sector, and f ilm what 
is happening in the f ield. So, it is possible to see video footage of soldiers f ir-
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ing from behind a tree at an unseen enemy, or entry into a booby-trapped 
house in Gaza. Altogether, about 90 percent of the visual material f ilmed by 
the IDF comes into the operations room.105

Most of the military technologies feeding into the operations room had lacked a 
prior PR designation. Most were conventional surveillance technologies of var-
ious kinds. The visual operations room, with its capacity to harness “any look-
out’s camera,” had remade them all as potential hasbara tools. The contours of 
military PR was shifting: that is, the designation of what constituted, for media 
purposes, a useable photographic technology. Smart fences and border technol-
ogies, lookout towers and observation balloons, cameras mounted on naval ves-
sels: all were being integrated into the hasbara machinery (see Image 26). 

In the process, the division of the military spokesperson was rescaling its 
visual f ield. It was the maturation of a process of that had begun during the 

im age 25 . Military infographic released during Israel’s 2014 assault on the Gaza Strip, Oper-
ation Protective Edge, shot from suveillance drones. Source: IDF Spokesperson.
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2008–2009 Israeli incursion into the Gaza Strip, when the military’s nascent so-
cial media team had retooled aerial images of the bombardment, shot from the 
vantage of the Israeli bombardier, as YouTube hasbara.106 But the process had 
been highly improvisational. In the intervening years, this rescaling of hasbara 
visuality would be gradually institutionalized. Now, it reached from the lens of 
the embedded military photographer to the eye of the drone. If the chief ambition 
of the Combat Camera project had been the capacity to master time, the visual 
operations room had endeavored to master space and scale. A military dream was 
being concretized: that of a total hasbara camera.

THE CAMERA OF THE FUTURE

Within the Israeli military, over the course of the f irst two decades of the twen-
ty-f irst century, the need for enhanced media production grew ever more acute. 
Off icials watched with concern as digital cameras proliferated in the hands of 
their enemies in the occupied Palestinian territories. As years progressed, the 
volume of incendiary images grew. In 2008–2009, the time of the f irst Israeli 
ground incursion into the Gaza Strip of this period (Operation Cast Lead), Pal-

im age 26. The IDF’s Field Intelligence Corps using their tracking system for the Gaza bor-
der. This system fed into the visual operations room. 3 March 2010. Source: IDF Spokesper-
son.
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estinians living in Gaza had lacked widespread social media literacy, internet 
connectivity, and access to mobile technologies—lacking, that is, the means to 
produce a digital archive at a scale substantial enough to counter the military 
message. By 2014, during Israeli Operation Protective Edge, social media literacy 
and tools had become widespread within the Gaza population. Now, the glob-
al social media f ield of the wartime period was saturated with the images and 
footage Gazans had produced—scenes of infrastructural devastation and death, 
shot from mobile devices, and often uploaded in the very midst of a lethal Israeli 
attack.107 

The military responded to these changes in Palestinian media ecosystems 
with new media protocols and policies for embedded photographers, upgraded 
digital infrastructures, new educational programs concerning the enemy cam-
era. Within the off ices of the military spokesperson, the associated daily labor 
was considerable as off icials struggled to incorporate these new protocols into 
their hasbara toolbox. Many Israeli analysts bemoaned the slow pace and scale 
of such innovations, lamenting that military operations continued to be plagued 
by recurrent missteps and miscalculations. In the wake of each media mishap, 
and ensuing public lament, the military would commit to remaking its media 
policy, again: promising more cameras, better infrastructures, faster verif ication. 

I have read these recurrent laments, and episodes of policy reevaluation, as 
proxy operations, whereby the violence of state was replaced by the violence of the 
camera. Each chorus of lament drew national eyes away from the scene of Israeli 
militarism toward the scene of injurious images. The structure of victimhood 
was thereby inverted, with Israel f igured as the chief casualty, wounded by the 
cameras of their foes. The disconnect with international responses—to Jenin, 
Mavi Marmara, Eisner—was stark. While Israeli military analysts bemoaned 
the media war being waged against the state of Israel, international human rights 
organizations accused Israel of wanton military aggression and, in the case of 
Jenin, “war crimes.”108 Such condemnations made the proxy discourse necessary. 
The story of the bad image performed a vital vanishing act at these moments 
of political crisis, removing the dead or injured Palestinian victims of military 
aggression from the mainstream Israeli discursive f ield. 

While the lament was repetitive, the imagined military solutions were more 
variable, evolving alongside the changing media ecosystem. In 2002, the mili-
tary proposed greater camera volume and geographic reach, envisioning military 
photographers at “all clashes and friction points.” In 2010, the military focused 
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its policy proposals on the digital infrastructures for real time and live feed, bent 
on overcoming a history of temporal belatedness. In 2014, the military’s media 
solution had shifted from a chiefly temporal to a spatial template. Now, they 
envisioned total PR penetration within military theaters with every surveillance 
camera doing double duty as a hasbara technology, dreaming of a multi-scalar 
view of Israeli military rule without blindspots.109 However varied these media 
visions, each worked within the logic of “technological solutionism”: more cam-
eras, better infrastructure, enhanced photographic vision, and so on. 110 In this 
recurrent storyline, the problem of the Israeli political present, the problem of 
Israeli state violence and its deadly effects, was rendered as a mere technological 
challenge that the right innovation could f ix. 

Some military officials spoke in a different idiom. In 2012, I sat with se-
nior military spokesman Peter Lerner in his Jerusalem office for an interview 
about media developments. Lerner was feeling confident. Work on the visual 
command center was underway, and they had scored a recent hasbara victory 
in the Gaza Strip (Operation Pillar of Defense), praised in the global media 
for innovative digital warcraft.111 He described the military’s media future 
this way:

And you know what, I don’t know if it’ll ever be fully developed . . . but before 
too long, sometime in the future, there’s going to be 3D cameras or what-
ever. I already know that there are still-cameras where you don’t need to 
select a f ield of depth when you’re f ilming. You just take a picture of a wide 
area and it gets the entire field of light, and you can . . . just focus on specif ic 
parts of the picture and refocus to see them. When you have the entire field 
of depth, that changes how you’re photographing things. And you know, the 
future is inevitably going to lead to total documentation.

Lerner’s account breaks with the dominant framework of technological solu-
tionism. He articulates his vision of mediatization in a highly speculative idiom, 
gesturing toward a photographic future that may never arrive: “I don’t know if 
it’ll ever be fully developed.” His dream of total military seeing—enabled by “3D 
cameras or whatever”—surpassed existing military media blueprints, exceed-
ing the visual operations center with its ability to capture total space and scale. 
Lerner’s camera-of-the-future, by contrast, captures “the entire f ield of light . . . 
the entire f ield of depth.” The temporality of this vision is crucial. This is not a 
military camera of the here and now. This is a camera to come.
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This was more than a dream of total documentation. The military nearly had it 
within its grasp, thanks to its ever-expanding surveillance infrastructure. Rather, 
Lerner’s phantasmatic vision exposed the dream at the heart of military media 
operations. It was audible at each moment of lament, undergirding two decades 
of military efforts to upgrade, enhance, and innovate in media arenas. With the 
more perfect camera of the future, it was hoped, military cameras would f inally 
align with their hasbara mandate. Through the viewfinder of these future cam-
eras, there would be no more military occupation, as activists insisted, only Judea 
and Samaria, as per preferred military terminology. These fantasy cameras would 
dispense with images of both Palestinian victims and Israeli perpetrators. With 
the camera to come, Israel would f inally be redeemed. If only they could get the 
technology right.
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Coda

 BROKEN BONES, BROKEN DREAMS

 The Politics of Failure

On 2 6  F e brua r y 1 9 8 8 ,  a  f e w mon t h s a f t e r t h e ou t br e a k of  t h e 
f irst Palestinian intifada (1987–1991), a cameraman for CBS television news f ilmed 
a group of Israeli soldiers assaulting two bound and blindfolded Palestinian youths 
on a Nablus hillside.1 The timing was telling. Several months prior, Israel’s Minister 
of Defense Yitzhak Rabin had directed troops to quell the intifada with “might, 
power, and beatings.”2 “Break their bones,” he was quoted as saying.3 Widespread 
military assaults on Palestinian demonstrators and bystanders had followed.4 
Rabin’s order had given troops “license to beat indiscriminately.”5

Although Israeli and international television coverage of the intifada was 
prolif ic, only this video from Nablus would achieve viral status. The footage was 
blurry, f ilmed by the photojournalist at a distance, using a long-distance lens as a 
protective strategy against potential military retribution. The Palestinian youths 
at its center—cousins Wa’al and Usama Joudeh—are seen seated, their arms tied 
behind their back, as a group of four soldiers kick and beat them, endeavoring 
to break their bones with rocks. The attack was protracted and meticulous. “The 
soldiers do not seem to be in any danger,” an Israeli reporter would note later, 
“nor do they seem disturbed by the events. They are utterly focused on meting 
out the beating.”6
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Personal video cameras were scarce in occupied territories in these years. 
The production of images was centralized in the hands of the professional photo-
journalists and correspondents who had arrived en masse to cover the uprising.7 
Off icial military orders stipulated that “the area [occupied territories] is open 
to the media, and members of the press are not to be prevented from moving or 
operating freely . . . in no case is violence to be used against media staff.”8 Con-
ditions on the ground were otherwise. Journalists and camera operators were 
frequently obstructed by Israeli troops, often by force.9 The video from Nablus 
had been f ilmed amid these diff icult press conditions.

The entirety of the footage—some thirty minutes in length—was never 
screened on Israeli television. Only a portion would be aired on the evening news 
following orders from the head of the Israeli Broadcasting Authority (IBA). The 
damage would be too substantial, he argued, should Israeli viewers see it all.10 
The video quickly circulated within international media outlets, and massive 
outcry followed: “the incident aroused a storm of protest, and Israeli embassies 
in Washington, London, Paris, and Amsterdam were f looded with angry calls. In 
some countries the incident sparked anti-Israel demonstrations.”11 In Nicosia, a 
mob attacked the Israeli embassy, barely restrained by the police. In an interview 
with an Israeli newspaper, Elie Wiesel would note that “I have never seen such 
intense hatred for Israel in the world.”12

The Israeli national conversation about the footage focused on questions of 
military strategy and soldier practice. Within the pages of the press, and on the 
floor of the Israeli parliament, debates ensued concerning best “methods for acting 
successfully against the Arab rioters.”13 Some parliamentarians proposed a jour-
nalist ban from the occupied territories: “it has become apparent that the rioters 
in Judea and Samaria and Gaza are staging disturbances because of the media 
presence.”14 The military responded by tightening press access. The four soldiers 
involved were given brief custodial sentences and eventually returned to their 
units. The Israeli parliament declined to investigate Rabin’s role.15

Within the collective memory and mythology of the Israeli left, media repre-
sentation of the f irst intifada has been marked as a crucial juncture in the Israeli 
relationship to its military occupation. Many Israeli leftists, ref lecting on the 
moment, would speak in the language of political awakenings and exposures 
about the visual f ield of this moment, this in the context of a national media from 
which images of Palestinian life under occupation had been largely missing.16  
“[S]eeing the Israeli soldier pointing his gun at the violent, yet unarmed, Palestinian 
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youths on TV that night felt like such a turning point,” Yaron Ezrahi would write. 
“Can we, I asked myself, envision an album of images of our extended family which 
includes that picture?”17 Einat Wilf, former Israeli member of parliament for the 
Labor Party, rehearsed a variant of this narrative:

 The f irst Palestinian intifada . . . created an appalling “reversal of images” 
that deeply unsettled the sense of moral rightness Israelis had held dear 
since the country’s birth out of the ashes of the Holocaust. “The Palestin-
ians were wielding the slingshot and the Israelis were in tanks,” she remem-
bered. “It upended the Israeli founding myth.”18 

In Wilf’s account, this so-called reversal of images had shattered a set of sa-
cred national myths. But other myths were being reconsolidated in the pro-
cess: namely, the f iction of a benevolent Israeli national project that had only 
been corrupted in 1967 with the onset of military occupation. The Israeli NGO 
B’Tselem would emerge at precisely this historical juncture (1988), and would 
also invest in the dream of political exposure, as one of its founders noted thirty 
years hence: “We believed that the Israeli public just had to know what was being 
done in its name.”19 

The era of these political dreams was relatively short-lived, collapsing in 2000 
with the end of the so-called Middle East Peace Process.20 But a new variant would 
soon appear, tethered to the emerging digital landscape. By the century’s second 
decade, mobile technologies were beginning to proliferate in the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip. Soon, the global social media f ield was saturated with footage pro-
duced by Palestinians living under occupation, sometimes f ilmed in the very midst 
of their bombardment by the Israeli military. The scene of Israeli state violence was 
now visible from new vantage points—both from the vertical eye of the drone and 
from the horizontal perspective of its Palestinian targets. Now, with the aid of new 
digital technologies, distant witnesses could watch the Israeli soldier shoot and the 
Palestinian body fall in something close to real time. The enhanced technological 
capacities of the bystander camera were generating eyewitness datasets that were 
bigger than ever before, making Israeli state violence visible at the scale of the 
pixel.21 Amid these changes in the Palestinian media ecosystem, another set of 
political hopes and dreams reconsolidated among anti-occupation activists and 
scholars. The “widespread use of cameras by people around the world . . . [was] 
opening new possibilities of political action,” some argued, new forms of justice 
and accountability.22 



C od a16 0

There was nothing new about these media dreams linking visual exposure to 
political rupture, as the f irst intifada reminds us. Nor were they unique to Israel 
and Palestine. Rather, this moment saw the reemergence of a recurrent fantasy 
that is reinvigorated when visual media technologies arrive, in new degrees or 
forms, on the scene of war or violent conflict: for example, the Vietnam War, the 
Bosnian genocide, the Syrian civil war.23 Equally recurrent, as Sharon Sliwinski 
has written, is the lament that follows when these new media fail “to secure the 
practical social and political effects they are asked to procure . . . the dream of 
bringing the world’s suffering to an end.”24

Screen Shots has chronicled this dialectic of political dreams and breakdowns 
as tied to digital photography but has lingered on the latter: on what comes in the 
wake of these dreams. I have employed an analytic of failure—one focused on 
breakdowns, glitches, and interruptions in photographic processes—as a way of 
considering the wide range of media disillusionments that crosscut the political 
landscape of military rule in the f irst two decades of the twenty-f irst century. 
Failure took very different forms, born of different histories, across the political 
institutions and communities studied here. For Palestinian video-activists and 
human rights workers, failure was the result of repressive military policy—in 
the form of closures and curfews and capricious soldier vengeance—enacted on 
photographers and cameras. For Israeli human rights workers, failure coalesced in 
the almost impossible work of successfully mediating Palestinian videography of 
Israeli state violence to a national audience moving ever rightward. For the mili-
tary, failure took shape in hasbara efforts that kept faltering, as their enemies kept 
“winning the media war.” Across these vast political divides, digital photography 
offered no political guarantees. 

In the same decades, in Palestine and Israel, other political dreams were fal-
tering. The Israeli Jewish left continued to mourn its dwindling numbers, as they 
had since the outbreak of the second intifada.25 While the two-state solution had 
long been a political dead letter, obstructed by Israeli territorial maximalism, the 
political fantasy remained.26 By the end of these decades, even those on the Zionist 
left were accepting its demise.27 The same period would see the “rise and fall” of 
a popular Palestinian investment in the transnational human rights industry, as 
Lori Allen has written, as its “long years of failure to protect Palestinians” became 
spectacularly evident.28 Some Israeli human rights institutions were reaching the 
same conclusions. In 2016, B’Tselem would formally cease cooperation with the 
military law enforcement system, arguing that internal military probes had “failed 
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to deliver justice.”29 Many in the organization were also abandoning the exposure 
logic: “We believed that the Israeli public just had to know what was being done in 
its name. How wrong we were.”30 Failure, as an analytic lens, allows me to grapple 
with these concurrent political breakdowns for which discourses about cameras 
and photography often functioned as proxies. This framework allows me to con-
sider a historical moment in which prior political blueprints and mythologies were 
coming to crisis, particularly so for Jewish publics and institutions on the Israeli 
left, even as alternative political futures were increasingly diff icult to imagine.

As this book goes into production, the global political landscape is being pow-
erfully transformed by an event of state violence, caught on camera: namely, the 
execution of George Floyd by a Minneapolis police off icer. In the unprecedented 
swell of popular protest that this murder catalyzed, protestors across the globe are 
boldly insisting on transnational linkages between histories of police brutality, 
structural racism and colonialism. As I write, Palestinian flags are f lying in Black 
Lives Matter demonstrations in Europe, even as demonstrators in Bethlehem and 
Tel Aviv are forging connections between Minneapolis and Jerusalem: “Palestinian 
Lives Matter!” “We can’t breathe since 1948!” (see Image 27).31

im age 27. Israeli and Palestinian protestors demonstrating against the Israeli government, 
in solidarity with Black Lives Matter. Tel Aviv. 6 June 2020. Source: Oren Ziv/Activestills.
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This moment of global mobilization has also revived a popular investment in 
the power of photographic exposure as an engine of social justice— a hope that 
had waned for many activists in the prior decade amidst the growth of surveillance 
states. The imprint of this new global movement on Israel and Palestine remains 
to be seen, as do the political consequences of the popular reinvestment in visual 
exposure.

In this time of renewed global hope in the power of the bystander camera, 
what can the analytic of failure provide? I propose that it shares a commitment 
to combatting colonial logics. Since its inception, the Zionist project has been 
bolstered by claims about technological modernity, as my introduction notes. In 
the textual archive of Zionism, histories of violence and dispossession are subject 
to a disappearing act, obfuscated by the gleam of settler technology. So, too, in 
the twenty-f irst century, when this colonial storyline would be upgraded as a 
tale of digital innovation. If the narrative of technological modernity signals the 
endurance of the Israeli colonial project, then stories of military breakdown and 
belatedness might signal the inverse. It is my hope that such scenes of failure, with 
the Israeli state and its technologies out of synch, can provide a modest means of 
unsettling the colonial present. Perhaps in such failures, other political futures 
can become visible.
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