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Abstract

How has the political visibility of Palestinians within the occupied West Bank
and Gaza been constructed and managed by the Israeli occupation? How has the
management of the Israeli field of vision and the distribution of Palestinian
visibility shaped who can be seen, how and from what position? Focusing on the
politics of visibility within Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territories,
including Gaza in a post-Second Intifada period (2005-2014), the thesis
examines how anti-occupation activists employ visual digital technologies and
online communication platforms to make the occupation, and its effect upon
Palestinians, more visible to Israelis and international spectators.

Concentrating on the collaborative nonviolent action between Palestinians,
Israelis and international visual activists, the thesis identifies how anti-
occupation artists, activists and organizations have worked to creatively
challenge the established regimes of visibility within Israel/Palestine. Taking
into consideration the potential of new media technologies as a means of
producing, enhancing and/or sharing a critically engaged perspective on the
occupation, each chapter will highlight different collaborative processes
undertaken in an effort to challenge the visual management of the occupation by
the Israeli military and government.

This study draws upon recent literature that prioritises the relationship between
vision, visibility, power and social theory (Brighenti, 2010) and the politics of
visibility in Israel/Palestine (Hochburg, 2015; Faulkner, 2014) to present visual
activism as meaningful way of widening the space in which politics can be
conceived, performed and represented.

After situating the thesis in an appropriate context between visual culture and
the politics of visibility, the thesis explores how visibility is structured around
varying regimes that differ from context to context and are formed around a
number of political, military and social mechanisms. Thereafter the four core
chapters will examine how visual activism has been employed within the West
Bank and Gaza, highlighting a range of geographical, social and political
complexities that underpin the specific conditions of each case study. The first
case study highlights how social media and various online platforms can be
mobilized in an effort to raise awareness of an event to an international
audience, namely the Bedouin village of Susiya and their campaign to remain on
their lands. In this regard, visual activism is considered as a visibility making tool
that is networked and multi platform. Moreover, the case of Susiya outlines the
problematic nature of ‘creating the right image’ as well as attesting to how lesser
considered images might have the most effect when circulated online. The
second case study explores how the Internet was used successfully as a strategic



tool to maximize the visibility of nonviolent resistance within the Village of Bil'in
for a largely international audience. While the third case study identifies how
visual activism and new media technologies can be imbedded within the act of
protest as a means of enhancing and defining the visual outcome. Lastly, case
study four reflects on the 2014 Israeli military operation in Gaza, commonly
referred to as Operation Protective Edge, as a way to delineate the range of
conditions related to the military occupation over Palestinian territories and the
creative ways visual activism has worked to overcome these conditions in a very
specific political space.

The thesis examines and applies visual activism as a means of highlighting
Palestinian visibility and the Palestinian struggle against the occupation through
nonviolent, creative action. Distributed online, these collective efforts have been
conceived for an internationally sympathetic audience rather than exclusively
for Palestinian or Israeli web-users.
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Introduction

Figure 1: A screen grab of video stills documenting the P

inian and Israeli adhoc grouping,
Artists Without Walls (AWW) nonviolent, creative action in protest at the Israeli built separation

barrier in the Palestinian district of Abu Dis (2004).



Who sees? Who is capable of seeing, what, and from where? Who is authorized to
look? How is this authorization given or acquired? In whose name does one look?
What is the structure of the field of vision? To whom should or can one report what
one sees?

- Ariella Azoulay, Death’s Showcase: The Power of Image in
Contemporary Democracy (4:2003)

The Ultimate Israeli dream, that they are there and we are here, has become a
reality. Separation. They are there and we are both there and here, but most
important, they are not here. We should not see any Palestinians and we should
also not hear from them.

- Gideon Levy, A Slumbering Society (2011)

For a few hours, we will operate jointly, we will see and speak to one another, the
physical obstacles will be overcome, and the residents of Abu Dis will be able to see
what is happening on the other side of the wall

- Artists Without Wall, Press Statement!

On April 1 2004 at 6pm, Artists Without Walls (AWW), an adhoc group of Israeli
and Palestinian artists, and anti-occupation campaigners gathered in Abu Dis, a
Palestinian district in Jerusalem to jointly engage in an act of visual activism.2 As
a form of direct, nonviolent creative resistance against the stark materiality of

the Israeli built separation barrier,3 AWW sought to create an interactive virtual

!See http://osaarchivum.org/galeria/the_divide/chapter19.html

2 Rather than a collective, AWW was an ad hoc response to the development of the separation
barrier. A collection of Israeli and Palestinian artists, in addition to those at the Israeli Centre for
Digital Arts, responded to the barrier through set of actions which included another video
projection intervention as well as playing tennis over the wall. Furthermore the Israeli Centre for
Digital Arts, in collaboration with the Palestinian Association for Contemporary Art (PACA), and
the University of Arts Berlin, organized a project called “Liminal Spaces” where artists, curators,
and scholars from Palestine, Israel and other countries came together at a series of conferences
held either side of the West Bank checkpoint in Qalandia, as well as in other cities, including
Leipzig, Germany.

3 Built by the Israeli government in the occupied territory of the West Bank, the barrier, which is
made up of wire-fence, ditches, concrete slabs, some as high as 8-metres, will, upon completion,
traverse 700km in length. Limiting Palestinian travel from the West Bank to a number of
designated border points or checkpoints, although still within the West Bank territory the barrier
has had significant impact upon Palestinian employment and economic growth. On 20 July 2004
the International Court of Justice (IC]) violated international law in ‘Resolution ES-10/15". I refer



“window” into the concrete fagade. Working to ‘eradicate the lines of separation
and the rhetoric of alienation and racism through nonviolent and creative
actions’, AWW placed one video camera and one projector on either side of the
barrier. Turning both cameras and projectors on simultaneously, AWW
projected and displayed the real-time recordings from either side of the
separation barrier onto the separation barrier.# Projected at the same time, the
purpose of the event was to make the separation barrier transparent. With
Palestinians stood and seated on one side of the barrier using their telephones to
speak to one another, the resulting action not only changed the perceived
materiality of the barrier, but also, if only temporarily, how people engaged with
it. Looking through, rather than at the Israeli built separation barrier, the AWW
intervention manipulated the field of vision, employing technologically driven

creative resistance to reconfigure the visible.

Visual activism of this sort challenges the authorisation of vision, amending the
rules of visibility to create new ways of seeing. Attempting to render visible that
which has been blocked and questioning the developing spatial, architectural
and visual arrangements of the Israeli occupation over Palestinian populations
has, since the outbreak of the Al Agsa Intifada in 2000,5 become a key strategy in
the battle over visibility. Tactically intervening into the physical landscape,
artists such as the Bethlehem based collective, DAAR (Decolonizing Architecture

Art Residency), the multinational Israel/Palestine based photography collective

to this series of structures as the ‘separation barrier’ in an effort to ascribe a neutrality when
referencing it throughout my text. A 2010 study by Richard Rogers and Anat Ben-David (Rogers,
2010) notes that the ‘official terms’ for the dividing wall are ‘security fence’ on the Israeli side
and ‘apartheid wall’ on the Palestinian side’, however, beyond the two official terms, the
structure has been given other names by various agencies appearing in the media (e.g. the
International Court of Justice’s ‘West Bank wall’) or by news organizations covering the issue
(e.g. ‘barrier wall’). Using data from Google News and official NGO source material, the authors
explore (Centre, n.d.) the variants of terminology to create conflict indicators from the shifting
language employed by officials, journalists and others to describe the structure, however for
consistency I refer to the structure as the separation barrier and explore how it might function, in
terms of visibility as well as how activists engage within with visibility in mind.

4See the International Middle East Media Centre (IMEMC) for a report on AWW'’s project and
their mission statement. http://www.imemc.org/article/17793 - date accessed 03/10/2014

5 The word ‘Intifada’ means uprising or awakening in Arabic. It was initially assigned to the first
Palestinian civilian resistance to Israeli occupation in 1987-93. The term was applied later to the
second eruption of violent resistance of Palestinians, this time under the Palestinian authority.
The Second Intifada, named the ‘Al Agsa’ Intifada began in late September 2000. Al Agsa is the
name of the Muslim mosque situated at the Temple Mount, Jerusalem.




Activestills, activist groups such as the Freedom Riders and even entire
communities like the Palestinian village of Bil'in have all used creative practices
to question who, how and what is visible. Often with support from an
international network, harnessed through the relatively easy access to the
Internet and social media,® these groups, m