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After the attacks by Hamas on Israel on October 7th and the offensive on Palestine that followed, 

a group of young Palestinians have taken the role of sharing witness of the ongoing genocide 

through social media. This thesis investigates how these citizen journalists are bearing witness 

to the ongoing genocide and how social media audiences are reacting to these images. By 

analyzing the discourses present in their posts through a Multimodal Critical Discourse 

Analysis (MCDA) and systematically observing the comments under said posts through a 

thematic analysis, this thesis demonstrates that there is a relation between shared discourses and 

audience reactions. The study argues that vulnerability is being used as an act of resistance, and 

that discourses involving vulnerability and eye-witnessing are common in these posts and 

inspire emotional reactions and sentiments of resistance in the audiences, and further 

demonstrates how the analyzed citizen journalists seem to share similar discourses and feelings 

while using several modes of address in variating ways from post to post. All these findings 

show that the current Palestinian conflict may be contributing to changes in the ways war and 

conflicts are mediatized due to their use of social media to create a more connective citizen 

journalism where audiences become closer with the distant suffering.   
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1. Introduction 

On October 7th, 2023, the deadliest attack committed by Hamas on Israel, that killed around 

1,400 Israelis (Crisis Group, 2023), constituted a breaking point in the decades-long conflict 

between Palestine and Israel. The attack led to a series of offensives from Israel that have been 

going and that, at the time of the submission of this thesis, have killed more than 37,000 and 

displaced around 1.7 million people (75% of the population) in Gaza (UNOCHA, 2024). At the 

time of finishing this thesis, the conflict is ongoing, with many journalists either dead or fleeing 

the country. In this developing context, I acknowledge the importance that these journalists 

have had in how the conflict has been perceived by the world and analyze in which way their 

representations of the conflict on social media are being received by Western audiences. 

This study relates to the concept of mediatization of war, where media practices shape and 

influence dynamics of the conflict, especially the role of social media in Middle Eastern 

conflicts. Authors such as Chouliaraki (2015), Horbyk (2023) or Najem (2023) have explored 

the mediatization of conflicts with different focuses, but all of them agree that media use in 

these contexts has become more relevant in the last years. Edward Said (2003) also contributed 

to this field with his Orientalism, proving that media representations of Middle Eastern wars 

have been produced since the 1970’s. This mediatization is currently in a phase called ‘arrested 

war’ by several researchers, characterized by the integration of user-generated content into 

mainstream media (Horbyk, 2023). It is in this phase that power dynamics and social media are 

linked together, bringing up concepts of digital witnessing and citizen journalism. 

Citizen journalists have taken more importance in the last years, especially in the Middle 

Eastern context since the Arab Spring, where the use of social media by on-the-ground citizens 

was argued to have had some impact on the revolts (Tudoroiu, 2014). In the Palestinian context 

this has also been justified by the censorship imposed over international media, the impact the 

conflict has on Arab media and politics, and the use by both sides of social media as weapons, 

extending the conflict to a public opinion war (Hamdy, 2010). Since the 2008 Gaza war activists 

and citizen organizations have realized the potential of citizen journalism and social media as 

a way of voicing narratives against the Israeli media power (Horbyk, 2023). In the same way it 

happened with the Arab Spring, the current conflict in Gaza could imply changes in the way 

citizen journalism works, as the way journalists are bearing witness on social media is 

innovative because of their way of connecting with audiences. Furthermore, Al Jazeera’s 

banning in the territory by Israel on May 6th, 2024 (Al Jazeera Staff, 2024; Schwartz et al., 



 

 

 

8 

2024) reinforces the importance of citizen journalists in this conflict, remaining now the only 

sources bearing witness on-ground. Citizen journalists in Palestine are not limiting themselves 

to the sharing of information, but also addressing audiences to incite changes. In relation to this, 

research on bearing witness and its relationship with vulnerability are also crucial for this thesis, 

as there is an undeniable link between what these journalists bear witness to and concepts of 

vulnerability. As is developed further into the thesis, parting from Butler’s (2016) research on 

vulnerability and resistance, it is observed that Palestinians are using the vulnerability they have 

been forced into to create resistance discourses against their oppressor. In these same lines, 

witnessing turns into a tool for resistance (Najem, 2023), as the acts of documenting 

(Hammami, 2016) and bearing witness oppose to the censorship that oppressors often exert.  

It is then this thesis’ intention to study how young Palestinian journalists in Gaza are using their 

eye-witnessing and vulnerability in the conflict to take part in the mediatization of the conflict 

and shape the public response to it. These young journalists have been determinant leaders of a 

growing social movement and several global strikes that seem to be affecting the global political 

climate and economy. The audiences have gotten emotionally involved with their content and 

their lives to the point of worrying about them if they didn’t post as frequently, and of reacting 

emotionally to the suffering of Palestinians in ways not seen before.  

It is because of this that I find of interest to analyze why this change on the side of the audiences 

is happening, and in which way these images may be being received. This contributes to the 

communication field by showing how social media can be used to reach global audiences, not 

only to inform but also to help challenge the current power structures. It also contributes to 

research on the mediatization of conflicts and citizen journalism, as there are still few studies 

on how citizen journalism is affecting mediatization in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 

Moreover, it is of personal importance not to stay silent against such an injustice. In the words 

of Kemp, “[w]riting about the Occupation is one way of fulfilling an obligation to those whose 

lives are defined by it” (2015, p. 214). Now more than ever, as receivers of all the information 

that comes from Palestine through these journalists’ platforms, it is our moral obligation to keep 

the discourse alive and spread their words and images to the world. 

The interest on specifically young journalists comes from the fact that they are not 

professionalized, providing uncensored, diverse content, distinct from the regulated output of 

professional journalists tied to agencies. Classic journalism also tends to not be graphic and 

look for objectivity in its photographs (Zelizer, 2010), but the perspectives of these young 
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journalists and the ability to share on social media are changing this dynamic. Furthermore, 

young journalists have a perspective of social media use inherently different from older 

journalists trained on traditional media. This way, I get to the conclusions of the study by 

critically analyzing the discourses in these citizen journalists’ posts, and how some audiences 

are receiving and reacting to this information. 

It is also of relevance that, although these events are not considered a genocide yet by the ICJ 

(Human Rights Watch, 2024; Reuters, 2024), it is considered so by large audiences and several 

organizations. On March 25th, 2024, the Human Rights Council of the UN issued a report by 

the UN Special Rapporteur on the Occupied Palestinian Territories claiming that there are clear 

indications of Israel violating several of the five acts of the UN Genocide Convention 

(Albanese, 2024; Al Jazeera, 2024a). The report concludes that “[b]y analyzing the patterns of 

violence and Israel’s policies in its onslaught on Gaza (…) there are reasonable grounds to 

believe that the threshold indicating Israel’s commission of genocide is met” (Albanese, 2024, 

p. 1). For the shake of this thesis and considering the escalating Palestinian casualties alongside 

the mentioned UN report, I believe using the term "genocide" is justified. Thus, in this thesis, 

"genocide" is used interchangeably with "conflict". 

1.1. Aims and Research Questions 

This thesis aims to investigate how Palestinian citizen journalists are using social media in the 

current conflict to represent the genocide, and in which way the images and discourses shared 

are being received and engaged by audiences. This study contributes to the understanding of 

the current conditions of citizen journalism in war and conflicts, especially in those happening 

in the Middle East. It also contributes to the field of witnessing, adding valuable information 

on how vulnerability can be used while bearing and sharing witness to participate on resistance. 

Based on this aim, I intent to answer the following Research Questions: 

- RQ 1: How are Palestinian young journalists representing the ongoing Occupation on 

social media? 

- RQ 1.1.: In what ways do the produced representations play or counterplay into 

Western hegemonic narratives of the conflict? 

- RQ 2: How are these journalists, via the exposure of their own vulnerability, 

participating on resistance? 
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- RQ 3: How do audiences react to these witnessing images? 

- RQ 3.1.: What emotional reactions repeat more as responses to the citizen 

journalists witnessing? 
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2. Background 

The Palestinian-Israeli conflict dates to more than a hundred years ago, when the ‘Balfour 

Declaration’ was created in November 1917. In it, Great Britain, who was then occupying 

Palestine, accepted the Zionist “aims of Jewish statehood, sovereignty, and control of 

immigration in the whole of Palestine” (Khalidi, 2020, p. 24). It stated: 

His Majesty’s government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home 

for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this 

object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and 

religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status 

enjoyed by Jews in any other country (Khalidi, 2020, p. 24). 

This declaration has since served the Zionist cause as a judicial basis (Said, 1992). Nevertheless, 

the current dynamic is considered to have started in 1948, after the “resolution 181 to partition 

Palestine into two states in 1947” (El-Hasan, 2010, p. 12) by the UN, when the State of Israel 

was officially created. Palestinians rejected this resolution and “demanded control of all the 

country without having the resources to back-up their defiance or plans to defend their territory” 

(El-Hasan, 2010, p. 16). Declaring war on Israel resulted in Israel’s military defeating 

Palestinians and neighboring countries, and it “controlling 78% of historic Palestine” (El-

Hasan, p. 2010, 12), a number that still maintains. Around 80% of the Arab population living 

in those territories were forced to leave their homes by the new settlers (Khalidi, 2020).   

Since 1948, Israel has discriminated its Arab citizens and led “[b]rutal military operations 

against the Palestinians and [refused an] independent Palestinian state in the occupied lands” 

(El-Hasan, 2010, p. 9). Palestinians lost control over their voice and history, which has been 

shaped mainly by Westeners who linked the suffering of Jews in Europe with the “morality” of 

displacing Palestinians (El-Hasan, 2010). Based on this, I try to argue that in the past months 

Palestinians have started to recover their voice and the way their history is told against the 

mainstream Western dialogue. 

Drawing from this last statement, it is necessary to mention the impact of the West in the 

conflict dynamics and the shaping of the public opinion. As El-Hasan says, “the sympathy with 

the Jews due to the Holocaust atrocities that was committed by the West has helped the Zionist 

enterprise after the establishment of Israel” (2010, p. 13). One reason for this is rooted in 

Orientalism, defended in the 20th century by Arthur Balfour as a reason to occupy Egypt (Said, 

2003). According to this way of thinking, “[o]rientals lived in their world, “we” lived in ours” 
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(Said, 2003, p. 44). With Orientalism, the West imposes its superiority against the ‘Oriental’, 

which they see as less developed, and therefore use it as an excuse to occupy and colonize 

nations in the considered ‘East’ (Said, 2003). In the case of Palestine, Western countries saw 

Israel as “the defender of their economical and political interests against (…) the inferior 

Oriental culture of terrorism and barbarism” (El-Hasan, 2010, p. 14).  

On the other side, after World War II, “Zionism emerged (…) with its credibility much 

enhanced amongst Jewish communities” (Kemp, 2015, p. 203). The extermination of many 

Jews during the Holocaust “resulted in enormous sympathy for those arguing that a Jewish state 

would offer a solution to European anti-Semitism” (Kemp, 2015, p. 203). To this, Kemp argues 

that the West avoids confronting its own historical barbarities and anti-Semitic past, which only 

perpetuates anti-Semitism by turning it into a taboo topic. Furthermore, after WWII, Germany 

admitted its “legal and moral responsibility” (Abed-Rabbo, 2023, p. 13) towards the Holocaust, 

and settled to pay reparations to Jews and Israel, discriminating against other victim groups. 

This support has permitted Israel to commit great violence (Abed-Rabbo, 2023). Perhaps the 

real issue is not when this compensation should have been paid, but to who, and in this case, it 

is to the Israeli State instead of the people that were directly affected by the Holocaust. 

Nevertheless, following recent events, guilt is becoming increasingly apparent not just in 

Germany but throughout the West. However, it is possible to argue that this guilt may be giving 

way to a recognition of the need for change, acknowledging the West's accountability for 

ongoing crimes.  



 

 

 

13 

3. Literature review 

To understand the framework and context of the thesis, it is important to investigate the bases 

in which it stands. Therefore, in this chapter I first investigate what mediatization means and 

its relationship with power and social media. I continue explaining the role that social media 

play in armed conflicts, focusing on how they were used during the Arab Spring against 

oppression systems in the Middle East. Finally, I examine the case of social media and the 

Internet in Palestine, looking into the background on which the current mediatization of the 

conflict relays. 

3.1. Mediatization of war and conflict 

Mediatization, although having different valid definitions as a concept (Couldry and Hepp, 

2013), is generally believed to help describe the relationship between media and society, 

highlighting interrelated changes in media practices and social, cultural and political dynamics. 

It is used “to analyze critically the interrelation between changes in media and communications 

on the one hand, and changes in culture and society on the other” (Couldry and Hepp, 2013, p. 

197). In the context of war, mediatization then refers to the processes by which conflicts are 

shaped and understood through media representations, and how these develop and change as 

media representations also develop. 

War and conflicts have had an increasing connection with communication and media during 

the last decades. Since the 1990s the concept of “mediatization” in war has referred to the 

adaptation of conflicts to media technologies. Nowadays, media “becomes involved” in war “in 

active, performative ways” (Horbyk, 2023, p. 114) from both sides. The military is increasingly 

using social media strategically, engaging it for their own goals (Maltby, 2012, as cited in 

Horbyk, 2023, p. 115), and recent wars have shown that technology is becoming integrated into 

combat too, to coordinate attacks (Herrero-Jimenez et al., 2018; Horbyk, 2023) or to spread war 

information (and disinformation) from the soldiers’ own eyes. This is the case of Israel in the 

current genocide, where IDF soldiers are rather active on several social media, sharing their 

perspective of their crimes (Buxbaum, 2024; CNN, 2024; Toler et al., 2024). This is a whole 

new perspective of war that cannot be achieved by mass and legacy media.  

When studying the mediatization of war, Hoskins and O’Loughlin divide it in three phases 

(Horbyk, 2023): the first, in the 1990s, was the broadcast era; the second, during the 2000s, is 

what they call diffused war, where “chaotic, unpredictable, and participatory media ecology” 
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(Hoskins and O’Loughlin, 2015, as cited in Horbyk, 2023, p. 116) started to rise. The third 

phase is ‘arrested war’, where “user-generated content is integrated into the mainstream media” 

(Horbyk, 2023, p. 116). On this basis, the current mediatization of war relates to media 

witnessing and social media, where user-generated content is gaining prominence in journalism 

and conflicts are increasingly witnessed and shared on social media by on-ground citizens. This 

new mediatization of war via witnessing is deeply related to citizen journalism in conflict zones. 

This ‘arrested war’ can be related both to power and to social media. The easier access to 

information production and consumption by users entails the democratization of information. 

Consequently, there is a shift in power dynamics both in reporting and in institutions. In his 

book The Contradictions of Media Power, Freedman argues that power is not exactly shifting 

out of the hands of governments and organizations, who still have the most privileged position 

and the “networking power” (Castells, 2009, as cited in Freedman, 2014, p. 109) to gatekeep, 

but “‘rebalancing’ given the challenge digital technologies” (2014, p. 111). Nonetheless, as will 

be seen through this study, there still exists ‘counterpower’ in the media landscape, where some 

media processes and discourses resist the dominating ones (Freedman, 2014). In this case, these 

Palestinian journalists are taking part in this ‘counterpower’ against the hegemonic Israeli 

narrative on media. This therefore presents a contradiction in media, where we see two opposite 

narratives fighting for relevance, one considered the hegemonic one, and the other considered 

the resistance. 

Castells (2013) also mentions that power is shifting to an online reality, and therefore going 

through a redefinition of what power means and what it involves, providing a space for people 

to connect and organize, and for revolutions to continue out of the streets. Social media does 

not replace the physical space in mobilization, instead social movements take place alternating 

between the physical space and social media (Najem, 2023). Benaissa Pedriza (2021) also 

highlights the convergence of both media professionals and non-expert users in a single place. 

This is reinforced by what is happening in Palestine. In this conflict, citizen journalism no 

longer depends on legacy media like Al Jazeera or news websites like Electronic Intifada. 

Instead, citizen journalists can use platforms like social media for diffusing their perspective of 

the genocide. This kind of news sharing not only makes it easier for citizen perspectives to 

reach global audiences, but also brings the distant suffering closer to audiences, making it easier 

to affect the public opinion about a conflict that is heavily biased towards the Israeli perspective.  
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3.2.  The role of social media in armed conflicts 

Social media have been playing an important role in how armed conflicts were received during 

the last decades. An example of it is the Arab Spring and the diversity of consequences and 

research that followed it during the next years. In the winter of 2011, Mohamed al-Bouazizi set 

himself on fire in protest of the unbearable situation in Tunisia, leading to several protests first 

in Bouazizi’s country, and shortly after in several Arab countries, such as Egypt and Syria 

(Comunelli and Anzera, 2012; Kraidy, 2016). These massive protests, that would be known as 

the ‘Arab Spring’, made leaders flee their countries in some cases. Scholars have been mostly 

skeptical about the real impact of social media on these uprisings, and important research has 

been done on it (Comunello and Anzera, 2012; Tudoroiu, 2014; Wolfsfeld et al., 2013). Some 

researchers, such as Morozov (2011), believe that social media like Twitter received too much 

recognition for their implication in some revolutions, but others argue that they did expose the 

political issues from other parts of the world to Western audiences, specially to the US (Roberts, 

2019).  

Before the start of the Arab Spring revolution, Buazizi’s self-immolation was filmed, and 

subsequently shared on social media reaching global audiences, marking a difference with 

previous self-immolation acts. Soon, the images were shown in international media, triggering 

protests (Tudoroiu, 2014, p. 351). Following Buazizi’s case and the subsequent Middle East 

uprisings, some authors have considered it an example of social media’s power of spreading 

these movements. Over the years two groups have arisen: “cyber-sceptics” and “cyber-

enthusiasts”. Scholars such as Gladwell and Morozov (Comunello and Anzera, 2012; Tudoroiu, 

2014) were sceptic about the real role social media had, arguing that social media tools were 

just tools that build “around weak ties” (Comunello and Anzera, 2012, p. 460), and that effective 

activism and social change require higher risk, precision and discipline, which involve a 

hierarchical organization that social media does not have (Comunello and Anzera, 2012; 

Tudoroiu, 2014). They, however, admit that social media may help activists express themselves 

and make participation easier, but the lack of Internet access and mobile phones in the Arab 

countries at the time would have made it impossible for social media to lead a revolution 

(Tudoriou, 2014). In relation to the Palestinian case, these issues persist. A big part of the 

population does not have continuous access to Internet or social media, and Palestinian 

journalists have been open about the constant Internet shutdowns by Israel. Although lack of 

Internet access is therefore still an issue, social media in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 

primarily serves to share eyewitness testimonies with the world, rather than coordinating 
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revolutions as in the Arab Spring. Thus, it is arguable that social media in this case may be a 

more useful tool for its goal.  

On the other side, a more positive view of the role of social media during the Arab Spring was 

shared by authors like Shirky (2011). ‘Cyber-enthusiast’ authors agree with the lack of strength 

of social media to lead a revolution (Tudoroiu, 2014), but they defend that social media was 

still “a tool of coordination and communication” (Tudoroiu, 2014, p. 348). For him, the ability 

some sectors of the population had to share testimonies on social media did make a change. 

From that moment, the different revolutions started taking place, and coordination and 

communication were possible thanks to the Internet. As an Egyptian revolutionary said, “we 

use Facebook to schedule the protests, Twitter to coordinate, and YouTube to tell the world” 

(Tudoroiu, 2014, p. 346). Shirky has a similar opinion, arguing that “social media have become 

coordinating tools for nearly all of the world’s political movements” (Shirky, 2011, as cited in 

Comunello and Anzera, 2012, p. 461). According to Wolfsfeld et al. (2013), studies on the Arab 

Spring show that the increased social media used led to more protests, but he argues that this is 

a circular relationship: political change precedes social media use, which then drives further 

political change.  

However, these perspectives still sound too positive for digital skeptics, for whom it is 

important not to forget that regimes and authorities also have access to the Internet. Although 

governments during the Arab Spring could not manage to shut down Internet and social media 

without consequences (Comunello and Anzera, 2012; Tudoroiu, 2014), they could still use 

social media to spread misinformation, propaganda, threaten people and even locate and target 

possible objectives (Comunello and Anzera, 2012, p. 462). This should not be overlooked when 

discussing social media as a tool in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Israel is a rather active 

country on social media, spreading propaganda and misinformation about their own actions 

frequently. It is also known that Israel has been and is targeting journalists, and one of the main 

tools they use to locate them is social media (Darcy, 2024; OHCHR, 2024).  

Knowing this, it is important to have an open mind about the role of social media in this kind 

of conflicts. It is easy to fall into techno-deterministic approaches that are far from being 

objective and can establish harmful frameworks around the topic, even more living in a phase 

where user-generated content can penetrate the mainstream media so easily. Although some 

authors, like Andén-Papadopoulos (2013), see the use of mobile phone cameras (and social 

media sharing) in conflicts as a rebellion against totalitarian governments and colonizers, social 
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media should not be considered the base of any revolution or social change. However, their 

sometimes-important role on helping reaching audiences in a faster way should not be ignored 

either. They should be considered “facilitators of protest rather than causes” (Wolfsfeld et al, 

2013, p. 120). As Tudoroiu puts it, “[t]he Internet – and especially social media – does not 

determine the shift from communities to networks: rather it enables it, and makes the networked 

structure of society more visible, while empowering networked individuals” (2014, p. 465). It 

is for all these reasons that it is relevant to keep looking at the role that social media has in these 

conflicts, as more than a decade has passed since the Arab Spring, and social media have been 

further developed into more effective tools for the dissemination of information.   

3.3.  The case of Palestine 

In the case of Palestine, as will be seen next, social media and citizen journalism have gained 

an important role in acts of resistance and sharing on-ground information. According to Hamdy 

(2010), there are several reasons why the Palestinian conflict would have created the ideal 

situation for citizen journalism: first, Arab media and politics have been shaped for years by 

what happens in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict; second, the access to on-the-ground 

information was very limited, both by not letting journalists go in and by killing on-ground 

journalists; and third, since the 2008 conflict, both Israel and the Palestinian side, including 

Hamas, have been using social media as weapons, too. In this public opinion war, the conflict 

extended to a global public opinion war that could influence the international community. 

Norman (2009) argues that participatory youth media like citizen journalism are important tools 

in the Palestinian case for the following reasons: first, they help showing how conflicts are 

experienced by local people; second, they offer “alternative points of view from the dominant 

discourses” (Norman, 2009, p. 254); and third, they challenge the mainstream portrayal of 

Palestinian youth and people in general as “solely victims or perpetrators of violence” (Norman, 

2009, p. 254) by amplifying their voices. She further argues that they are also tools for advocacy 

and activism internationally. 

Websites like Electronic Intifada were a starting point for the development of citizen journalism 

in Gaza, but they were not sufficient against the biased international coverage. Throughout the 

conflict, legacy media Al Jazeera has been responsible for the most diverse coverage (Hamdy, 

2010). Despite their strong presence on-ground in Gaza, Al Jazeera was slow to embrace citizen 

journalism and using the Internet. Hamdy (2010) explains that during the 2008 war, Al Jazeera 

decided to use the Internet to distribute their content. They launched an English-speaking 
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platform alongside their Arabic one to balance Western-based information while maintaining 

their influence in the Arab world. Al Jazeera seemed “to have developed an inherent respect, 

understanding and acknowledgment of citizen journalism, individual bloggers and social media 

users” (Hamdy, 2010, p. 5). This gave citizen voices the opportunity of being heard, as Al 

Jazeera did have an important global reach throughout the 2008 war (Hamdy, 2010). It can be 

argued then that Al Jazeera has had an important role in the development of citizen journalism 

in Gaza, helping citizen perspectives reach the global world, which could “potentially influence 

global public opinion” (Hamdy, 2010, p. 9). Al Jazeera remains a major Arab news outlet, and 

often the primary source from Gaza. They have increasingly incorporated citizen journalism, 

especially at the beginning of the current conflict, relying most of their visual content on citizen 

journalists like Motaz, Bisan or Plestia. The ban of it by Israel on the 6th of May, 2024 set all 

the weight of informing about the conflict on citizen journalists, meaning a new phase of the 

mediatization of the conflict where legacy media no longer have access to first-hand 

information.  

The fact that the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is continued throughout the years makes it a field 

in constant development, with numerous gaps. At the sight of the current conflict that started 

on October 7th, 2023, there are several concepts and actions that are new to field of 

mediatization of conflicts. The current amount of media attention that citizen journalists have 

acquired since October is different from other forms of citizen journalism in past Gaza wars 

and is worth studying. Therefore, the following research and discussion hopes to contribute to 

filling this gap.  
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4. Theoretical framework 

This thesis relies on an important pillar: citizen journalism. Therefore, the current chapter looks 

into what citizen journalism is, its role in the democratization of information, and what its 

relationship with social media is nowadays, based on the above literature review on 

mediatization and social media. Furthermore, the concepts of witnessing and vulnerability are 

introduced in relation to citizen journalism. 

4.1.  Citizen journalism 

In order to understand what citizen journalism implies, Stuart Allan describes citizen journalists 

as “ordinary individuals (who) temporarily adopt the role of a journalist in order to participate 

in news-making, often spontaneously during a time of crisis, accident, tragedy or disaster when 

they happen to be present on the scene” (Allan, 2013, as cited in Al-Ghazzi, 2014, p. 435). 

Citizen journalists also have very different backgrounds: some with no experience, others 

former journalists, journalism students or professionals from other fields (Wall, 2018); but there 

seems to be a consensus that citizen journalists often are “ordinary people who happen to be 

present when extraordinary events take place and (…) are simply “accidental” bystanders” 

(Wall, 2018, p. 3). Citizen journalism allows citizens to create, collect and share information 

on their own, without the implication of legacy media. In contexts of political and informational 

restrictions, it can be used to reconfigure power in the ‘network society’ (Allan et al., 2007). 

Scholars also connect citizen journalism with ideals of participation and democracy. For Nan 

and Chung (2020) citizen journalism contributes to the conversation of democracy, representing 

a type of civil engagement, and for Wall (2018), it can also contribute to building community 

and sustaining public debates. She argues that, in non-Western countries, citizen journalism 

“has challenged authoritarian rule, sometimes becoming an identity used to represent resistance 

to the powers that be in ways that could prove dangerous for those who are so labeled” (p. 4). 

Based on this, using citizen journalism as a theoretical foundation enables me to determine the 

subjects and themes for examination in my analysis, facilitating a coherent and structured 

discussion within a strong theoretical framework. 

In the Palestinian Territories, citizen journalism became a resistance tool when it started to 

develop and take importance in relation to human rights in the late 2000s (Allan et al., 2007). 

In a territory where Israel is constantly restricting the population physically and mentally and 

limiting the influx and outflow of news and information (Alakklouk and Gülnar, 2023; Allan et 

al., 2007; Hamdy, 2010), it is predictable that citizens start to take the responsibility of 
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informing, both as a way of disseminating information and of resistance. After sites like 

Electronic Intifada in the 2000s, citizen journalism has been used as a tool of resistance to the 

Israeli power since the 2008 War, and it was in this war that activists and citizen organizations 

acknowledged the potential of using social media, too. In studies of the 2014 Gaza War, the 

“most influential actors were news organizations and political leaders” (Siapara et al. 2015, p. 

1314, as cited in Horbyk, 2023), but in the latest conflict before 2023, “social media platforms 

assumed a pivotal role in shaping public opinion” (Alakklouk and Gülnar, 2023). In the current 

conflict, the influential actors are not only institutions and political leaders but also citizens.  

The impact of social media on conflict mediation and the rise of citizen journalism (Sarma, 

2021), has divided researchers into two camps: those who believe social media can influence 

power structures and societal dynamics, and those who are more skeptical of its effects. This 

issue has implications for the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and the involvement of citizen 

journalists in the current genocide, particularly in the context of the conflict's power dynamics. 

Social media may be balancing the conflict’s power dynamics by enabling Palestinians to share 

their perspectives globally. Nevertheless, to avoid techno-determinism, we shall acknowledge 

that the union between citizen journalism and social media can have negative effects. Social 

media's role in citizen journalism poses challenges due to difficulties in gatekeeping and 

verifying information, leading to risks of disinformation, propaganda, and bias (Sarma, 2021; 

Yassine, 2024). Critics also worry about the lack of experience of citizen journalists and unpaid 

labor in the field (Roberts, 2019), the latest being something that has always concerned multiple 

researchers from different social media disciplines (Fast and Jansson, 2019; Fuchs, 2021; 

Roberts, 2019). However, some researchers see the lack of objectivity in citizen journalism as 

a benefit, fostering activism and social impact (Radsch, 2013). Furthermore, states find it hard 

to restrict citizen journalists due to the decentralized nature of social media, making gatekeeping 

challenging and offering a means to counter state propaganda. Nonetheless, the importance of 

citizen journalism in social media in current conflicts cannot be denied.  

4.1.1. Witnessing in the digital era 

Citizen journalism cannot exist without the concept of witnessing. Although informing of 

important conflicts was something historically reserved legacy media, and witnessing was a 

distant action gatekept by these, this has changed due to the rise of social media and citizen 

journalism. The digital has democratized witnessing, allowing anyone with a phone and Internet 

to share information. While witnessing and sharing testimony were once separate acts, with 
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testimony occurring after witnesses were no longer exposed to the event, citizen journalism and 

digital witnessing have altered this dynamic (Najem, 2023, p. 64). Now, covering conflicts is 

both a way of informing and of using the camera as a “weapon in the very conduct of conflict” 

(Chouliaraki, 2015, p. 1363). It also makes it easier to reach global audiences. Even though this 

development of media witnessing is obvious, many authors still focus on media witnessing 

through traditional news coverage, without paying much attention to connective platforms. 

Nevertheless, like Najem (2023) in his study, I also use this new perspective of witnessing as a 

reason to “consider the production of testimonies as a media practice” (p. 64), and it is this idea 

that allows me to investigate the witnessing images of these journalists.  

For some authors, however, citizen camera witnessing is not always good. Chouliaraki argues 

that “amateur footage offers intimate views of the battlefield yet provides no guarantee for 

truth” (2015, p. 1363). On the other hand, it is the witnessing of the creators’ own pain in such 

a simple way as just a video of themselves or a photograph of their own house, that leads the 

audiences to believe what they are witnessing. As Andén-Papadopoulos states, it is this way of 

witnessing what sets these images “as a criterion of truth and credibility” (2013, p. 754). 

Further, it is this new way of witnessing that puts the audiences in a ‘reflexive position’ that 

did not exist before because of the distance from the event (Mortensen and Trenz, 2016). This 

position gives the audience a “new orientation to their critical attitude” (Mortensen and Trenz, 

2016, p. 345) and makes nowadays’ witnessing differ from the existing in events from past 

centuries, such as the Holocaust, where witnesses were disconnected, lacking an audience to 

address (Andén-Papadopoulos, 2013).  

This easiness for making audiences ‘co-witnesses’ and the acquired ‘reflexive position’ of these 

audiences make mobile camera witnessing an important factor in the shift of who has the 

authority to decide what testimonies are important in the media environment, and therefore in 

the raise of global political involvement in conflicts (Andén-Papadopoulos, 2013) and moral 

awareness (Mortensen and Trenz, 2016). Though in a critical tone, Choulariaki also notes this 

potential, adding that digital witnessing testimonies “further humanize those who speak from 

conflict zones, by inviting us to stand by them in solidarity [and therefore] doubt here is ignored 

in favour of the moral act of ‘bearing witness’” (2015, p. 1365).  

The camera holder becomes participant in the potential shift of power relations in society by 

being part of the event and “adding to or changing the event itself” (Andén-Papadopoulos, 2013, 

p. 763). Thus, witnessing has become a participatory activity that “reconfigures the 
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conventional relationship between the individual and the collective” (Mortensen, 2015, p. 4). 

This also implies that “the line between citizen witnessing and political action is (…) blurred” 

(Andén-Papadopoulos, 2013, p. 763), where now individuals and activists share their testimony 

in ways that shape conflicts and promote specific political agendas globally more easily. 

Bearing witness becomes an important tool to pass down the experiences to those who were not 

there, keeping the cause alive, and therefore “the idea of bearing witness is enmeshed with that 

of resistance” (Najem, 2023). For Didi-Hüberman, as Najem (2023) mentions, images can be 

the bearers of witness in contexts “where those who bear witness do not survive to tell their 

stories” (Najem, 2023, p. 21). Zelizer (2002) also believes that bearing witness goes further 

than just narrating what is happening. These acts of resistance also happen by the mere act of 

using technological information tools. In Palestine, the biggest act of resistance is to keep using 

phones and the Internet to share testimonies, even when Israel tries to shut down energy and 

the Internet (Al Jazeera, 2023; Al-Shalchi, 2024; Patil, 2024). Reaching global audiences as an 

individual inside a conflict is also easier due to these connective platforms, as seen in the Arab 

Spring (Andén-Papadopoulos, 2013; Mortensen, 2015). Protesters and activists are aware of 

these perks of connective witnessing and the power of mobile technologies and digital platforms 

to maintain outrage and political pressure in moments of crisis and conflict (Andén-

Papadopoulos, 2013, p. 764), and therefore they can use dramatic and storytelling resources to 

incite emotions and empathy in their audiences. 

4.1.2. Vulnerability and resistance 

As already described, the pain and vulnerability displayed in witnessing images can be central 

to whether the audience connects with them or not. El Zein (2021) notes that, in contexts of 

war, vulnerability implies being “open to attack or damage” (Merriam-Webster, as cited in El 

Zein, 2021, Vulnerability, Resistance, and the Dependency on Infrastructure section). In these 

contexts, it is common to see the isolation of a group, tagged as “vulnerable population” by 

human rights narratives, which can mean that this group becomes invisible to the rest of the 

world in contrast with the dominant narrative (Najem, 2023). This use of vulnerability is 

considered problematic by some scholars who claim it can strengthen paternalistic powers, 

fixing the identified group in a position of powerlessness relative to states and institutions 

(Butler, 2016). For Butler (2016), vulnerability is not something separate from precarity, but 

rather situations that often come together. In Palestine, this means that Palestinians found 

themselves in a position of vulnerability way before the current genocide started due to the 
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conditions of precarity imposed by Israel. The current conflict, though, makes them even more 

vulnerable as they are exposed to more precarity and violence. This vulnerability, in Butler’s 

opinion, would be leading to resistance against what is creating that vulnerability. In her words, 

“we are first vulnerable and then overcome that vulnerability, at least provisionally, through 

acts of resistance” (Butler, 2016, p. 12). Butler also sees the double edge of vulnerability, as 

some dominant groups may choose to use it in favor of their privilege. She goes on to say that 

“colonial states have lamented their “vulnerability” to attack by those they colonize and have 

sought general sympathy on the basis of that claim” (Butler, 2016, p. 23), and this is what some 

would argue we see from Israel in the current conflict.  

Traditional masculinist views of vulnerability have seen it in opposition to resistance, praising 

overcoming one’s vulnerability. However, Butler (2016) suggests taking a feminist approach, 

where mobilizing one’s vulnerability is essential to resistance. Citizen journalists in conflict 

contexts use technological tools to share their experiences and to expose their vulnerabilities 

and use them as an act of resistance. Najem (2023) argues that then, witnessing is heavily related 

to vulnerability, insofar someone that finds themselves bearing witness has possibly been in a 

position of vulnerability that led them to the decision of bearing witness and sharing this 

witnessing “in the form of a mediated testimony” (p. 66); and in similar lines Hammami (2016) 

talks about the importance of “documentation” as countersurveillance for Palestinians that have 

to face settler violence on a daily basis. In this context, vulnerability is not seen as something 

to overcome, but rather used “to accept and mobilize it” (Najem, 2023, p. 23), and therefore as 

an act of resistance. Najem (2023) bases his research on Butler’s (2016) view of vulnerability 

in resistance, and this perspective is also helpful in the context of this thesis. For both of them, 

resistance is driven by “the embrace of vulnerability as a component and mobilizer of resistance 

work” (Najem, 2023, p. 24).  

Witnessing as an act of resistance relies on executing the right to occupy public space as an act 

of resistance, too. When talking about Palestinian resistance to settler colonialism, Hammami 

(2016) suggests that alter-geopolitics, understood as “types of nonviolent security” (Koopman, 

2011, p. 277), and nonviolent activism are a big part of it. This means both countersurveillance 

and bodily presence in the public space. When existing and taking space is punished and creates 

vulnerability, we should not take for granted “the idea of freedom that can be exercised by the 

subjects when they decide to mobilize their political action or move physically from point A to 

point B” (El Zein, 2021, Vulnerability, Resistance, and the Dependency on Infrastructure 
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section). Therefore, witnessing and documenting is a great act of resistance, not only because 

it challenges the current power structures, but also because it requires executing one of the 

biggest acts of resistance: taking the public space. 

In the most recent years, the role of citizen journalism in mediatization has been seen to gain 

importance. This trend is particularly visible in the Middle East, exemplified by events such as 

the Arab Spring and the Palestinian resistance against Israeli Occupation. It can be observed 

that eye-witnessing images are an important part of citizen journalism content in these conflicts, 

and many citizen journalists in contexts of war and oppression showcase their vulnerabilities 

as resistance, using “documentation” as countersurveillance or bearing and sharing witness of 

injustices. All of this helps understand the case of interest in this thesis, since the selected citizen 

journalists have taken part of much of the mediation of the conflict. Applying these concepts 

can then help determine how far are they participating in the mediatization of the genocide.  
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5. Methods and data 

To reach complete results that can give answers to the mentioned Research Questions, it was 

decided that a two-methods approach would be used. First, a Multimodal Critical Discourse 

Analysis (MCDA) is performed on a selection of Instagram posts from several young 

Palestinian journalists during the genocide, based mainly on Rose’s (2023) content analysis and 

discourse analysis. Second, a sample of social media comments is analyzed in relation to the 

first analysis, by using a qualitative thematic text analysis. Before explaining said methods and 

why they were determined, I remind the Research Questions: the first two RQs investigate the 

work of the journalists, by asking how these represent the ongoing Occupation and how they 

participate on resistance using their vulnerability. The third RQ delves into how audiences react 

to these representations.  

5.1. Methods discussion and ethics 

The nature of the context that inspires this thesis makes it a requirement for the author to be 

aware of their standpoint. I am analyzing a situation of injustice towards a targeted group, 

Palestinian people, which makes the study biased. Therefore, feminist standpoint theory 

applies, as it uses a critical lens in favour of the marginalized, opposing to more objective 

research. This standpoint declares that “research, particularly that focused on power relations, 

should begin with the lives of the marginalized” (Bowell, 2023), and I believe that the voices 

of Palestinian people need to take the lead in research on the conflict. Therefore, there is no 

intent in this thesis to have a neutral standpoint. However, in this kind of research, the 

researcher’s self-reflexivity is especially important, as it involves delving into “universal issues 

as power, distance and objectivity in research” and “safety, polarization, and taking sides” 

(Yurchuk and Voronova, 2020, p, 251). Therefore, I acknowledge my position as a researcher, 

which allows me to participate in and reinforce certain discourses about the conflict. This 

research, and the conclusions it may help reach, are discursively shaping the perception of the 

conflict, specifically towards a pro-Palestinian perspective. Yurchuk and Voronova also argue 

that distance from the analyzed conflict can both have ethical questions and help the researcher, 

by allowing the mentioned to see details that may go unnoticed by insiders in the conflict (p. 

252). 

When working on this research, there is a need to go through difficult material, such as images 

of people in vulnerable situations or images of imminent death. Witnessing these images is a 

difficult and mentally exhausting task, which may lead to ‘dissociation’ from the real issue and 
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the meanings of said images. I find it important to have a grounded and informed perspective 

when looking at these images since they are images of real suffering people. Forgetting about 

this would make this thesis worthless, as I rely on the deeper meanings of these posts to 

contribute not only to research, but also to the Palestinian cause. This kind of research also 

implies an ethical issue that Chouliaraki (2006) underscores: pity rising narcissistic emotions 

that lead us to only act for those that we consider like us. To avoid this reductionist approach 

to such an important issue, it is important to “combine pity with detached reflection on 

suffering” (Siapera and Creta, 2020, p. 228). For this same reason I believe that it is important 

to be aware of other ethical questions that may arise: is it ethical to use pictures of suffering 

people for the sake of research? I argue the following: when talking about a genocide, ethical 

limits change. Is it ethical that images of dead children lead many pro-Palestinian protests 

organized by Palestinian expats? The reality is that for the world to understand and empathize 

with the suffering and horrors happening, these images must be shown. Of course, a common 

denominator in these settings is respect. I acknowledge the ethical questioning that using these 

images may rise, and I therefore look and analyze them from a standpoint of respect towards 

who is being depicted and every Palestinian life that was lost behind those pictures, without 

forgetting that this is a real genocide happening far beyond my thesis and applying 

Chouliaraki’s (2006) suggestion to distantly reflect on what is being analyzed. 

Finally, regarding the methods, although purposive sampling may limit the possible results of 

the analysis, it offers specific answers to the research questions. Although a broader sample 

will contribute more detailed results, for this thesis, the selection gives a perspective of young 

citizen journalism in this conflict and how it is received by the public opinion. Furthermore, 

while I believe that using comments for thematic analysis offers an insight into audience 

responses, it is difficult to ensure objectivity and reliability since post creators can delete and 

filter comments. Moreover, the thesis aims to provide insight into how discourse from studied 

journalists is perceived by certain audiences, rather than claiming absolute truth regarding 

reporting on the conflict.  

It is also important to note the issues that focusing on one platform may create. Instagram is a 

social medium with a strong algorithm and censorship rules that may impact on the results 

reached in this thesis. Instagram’s algorithm is determined by interest, recency and relationship 

between poster and consumer, and additionally influenced by community rules of moderation 

and banning (Leaver et al., 2020). Methods like shadowbanning may reduce the reach of the 
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analyzed images (Middlebrook, 2020), therefore influencing on the amount and diversity of 

comments collected. In the context of Palestine, both sides are utilizing Instagram to reinforce 

their narratives, many times sharing explicit scenes of suffering and violence (Abushbak et al., 

2023), which may be impacted by the platform’s community guidelines. In this landscape, 

Instagram is one of the social media platforms that are participating in shaping the conflict, but 

have also been known to impose censorship specifically to Palestinian political and civilian 

content (Abushbak et al., 2023, Levenson, 2021). Therefore, one must not forget this when 

trying to look into what is posted and how it is received by audiences, as the algorithm and 

guidelines of the platform may be directly influencing how much and who receives these 

images. 

5.2. Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis 

5.2.1. Theoretical foundations 

Critical Discourse Studies investigate the use of language from the perspective of social 

structures and social change (Flowerdew and Richardson, 2017), with the objective to identify 

“issues of ideology, power and inequality” (Flowerdew and Richardson, 2017, p. 1). CDS, 

therefore, relate discourse and language with theories of society, “with social structures 

affecting discourse and discourse affecting social structure” (Flowerdew and Richardson, 2017, 

p.1). However, CDS have often only been used in the analysis of language and linguistics, with 

very few critical studies done beyond linguistics (Machin, 2013). For this, some researchers 

present Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis for better and more complete critical analyses 

of communication and discourse (Machin, 2013). Parting from multimodality theories from 

authors such as Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) (Ledin and Machin, 2017), MCDA contributes 

to CDS’ key aim by also considering popular culture and entertaining media, where discourses 

“persist much longer in visual communication than in its verbal equivalents” (van Leeuwen, 

2017, p. 287). Therefore, MCDA not only contributes to CDS, but also improves its tools for 

analyzing discourses of injustice and inequality.  

It is for these reasons, too, that the use of MCDA seems obvious in this thesis. It is important 

to acknowledge the importance that visual communication has in this context for the 

dissemination of political discourses, but also without forgetting that linguistics is still a very 

important tool in discourse. As Zelizer (2010) mentions, “words still retain authority” (p. 4), 

and in the cases explored in this thesis text plays an important role in understanding the deeper 
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meanings of the shared images. Furthermore, the context of this research and its theoretical base 

have their roots in the conception of power dynamics, ideology, and discourses.  

Some may also argue that CDA is normally used to analyze discourses in positions of power 

that intend to maintain a certain social structure, but I argue that, as Foucault claims, “where 

there is power, there is resistance” (Foucault, 1979, as cited in Rose, 2023, p. 217), and although 

there are indeed dominant discourses in this case, the journalists protagonist of this thesis are 

challenging and questioning said discourses with their posts and respective discourses. A 

powerful theoretical concept throughout this thesis is resistance, and MCDA contributes to 

demonstrating it. Furthermore, an important aspect of citizen journalism is its capacity to 

empower people in conflict zones to share their own perspectives, which to some extent can be 

considered them gaining some authority over what is shared. Therefore, this analysis helps have 

a deeper understanding of how these journalists are representing the ongoing situation in 

Palestine, and what tools they use for resistance and challenging the current power dynamic in 

the media. 

5.2.2. Tools for Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis 

A selection of tools for multimodal analysis was used for the categorizing of the analysis. These 

tools are inspired by Vikström’s (2024), who himself draws his toolbox from authors like van 

Leeuwen, Machin and Barthes. An important factor in visual critical analyses is the use of 

denotation and connotation and therefore it was an important consideration for the subsequent 

tools. Denotation, in the context of meanings, refers to the “direct specific meaning as distinct 

from an implied or associated idea” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.), i.e. the attached and ‘objective’ 

meaning of a word, image or symbol. In contrast, connotation is understood as “a feeling or 

idea that is suggested by a particular word although it need not be a part of the word's meaning, 

or something suggested by an object or situation” (Cambridge, n.d.), i.e. the meanings and ideas 

that a word, image or symbol may imply indirectly, with no relation to its specified meaning. 

The analysis is therefore performed based on the following tools: 

- People: who is being shown in the images and what does this representation connote. 

- Composition: how the composition of the image (i.e. angle, framing, distance) 

contributes to the meanings and discourses represented. 

- Gaze: it helps determine how the gaze of the people in the image connotes certain 

discourses, by distinguishing between “offer” and “demand” images, where “demand” 
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refers to images where “the participant’s gaze (…) demands something from the viewer, 

demands that the viewer enter into some kind of imaginary relation with him or her” 

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 2021, pp. 116-118). 

- Setting: what is the context of the image and how does it affect meanings. 

- Individualization and collectivization: how do the analyzed journalists refer to the 

audiences and the Palestinian people, and how does the individualization or 

collectivization of the actors contribute to the discourse. 

- Metaphors: is there any use of metaphors and how do they contribute to the discourses 

the journalists aim to communicate. 

- Comparison and contrast: what does the comparison between actors (Palestinians vs 

audiences) add to the discourses. 

- Modes of address: how do journalists address the audiences and what does it denote. 

5.2.3. Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis data 

The multimodal critical discourse analysis was performed on a sample of nine Instagram posts 

and their respective text descriptions. In order to start selecting the sample of posts, it was 

necessary to select which journalists would be analyzed. For this, certain selection rules were 

implemented. The selected subjects must: 

- Be young (they do not have experience on war reporting before the timeframe). 

- Share content mainly on Instagram. 

- Be Palestinian. 

- They should not be professional journalists. 

- Have at least more than 1M followers. 

It is of relevance for this analysis that the chosen subjects are young since it narrows down the 

possibilities of the study and helps on the discussion on citizen journalism in social media. I 

consider that the evolution of citizen journalism in social media in the Gaza genocide is very 

related to who is doing it: a generation of young journalists that have grown up with social 

media and know how to successfully use it for reaching their goals.  

When researching citizen journalists that have been active in the current conflict, and that fulfil 

the mentioned requirements, Motaz Azaiza (@motaz_azaiza), Bisan Owda (@wizard_bisan1) 

and Plestia Alaqad (@byplestia) are three recurrent names. These journalists have been some 

the most active citizen journalists in this period, and their content has helped them reach large 
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numbers of audiences. In the case of Motaz, he is a 25-year-old aspiring journalist that had his 

first professional experiences after October 7th. His account currently has over 18 million 

followers, and he became famous because of his impactful photographs and drone videos of the 

Israeli destruction. Bisan is a 25-year-old Gazan filmmaker that has over 4 million followers. 

She usually shares videos about the current situation. Plestia, 22 years old, who worked in a 

marketing agency before the conflict, became famous after a video of her in the middle of a 

series of Israeli strikes. Now from exile in Australia, she keeps making videos to raise 

awareness and sharing content from citizen journalists on the ground (Michaelson, 2023; 

Qarehgozlou, 2023). This selection of subjects contributes to a wide stack of posts with different 

approaches to the conflict, which I consider to be of relevance for the selection process. A wider 

selection of discourse approaches allows the study to have different perspectives and a richer 

sample to analyze. 

For the correct development of this analysis, three posts were selected from each journalist. All 

the posts can be checked in the Appendices of the thesis. The decision to choose nine posts was 

influenced by the limits of this thesis, as a bigger sample would not be possible to correctly 

analyze and discuss. When selecting the posts, I chose the sample within a timeframe, starting 

on October 7th, as it is the date in which the Hamas attack took place. The timeframe ends in 

March 2024, as this is the moment this thesis started and there was a decrease in the creation of 

on-the-ground posts from the selected journalists, who by March had either managed to leave 

Gaza or were on the process of it. In addition to this, the posts selected for analysis needed to 

be original of the author, and not a repost of other journalists or agencies’ content. 

It was decided that, because of this thesis’ aims, the method to select the sample should be 

purposive sampling. This method is characterized by the selection of information-rich cases 

according to the aim of the study (Coyne, 1997). This is useful for qualitative studies where the 

goal is to “find information-rich cases or make the most out of limited resources” 

(Nikolopoulou, 2023). In this case, purposive sampling allows me to get the most information 

in relation to my research out of a smaller sample. There are two main reasons why I chose 

purposive sampling: first, the sample posts need to have certain characteristics such as enough 

description text and/or images with a discourse. Second, to have an analysis that relates to the 

theoretical framework and the literature of interest, the selected posts need to have discourses 

that relate to these. Nonetheless, the totality of the material was observed, and there have been 

exhaustive rules for the selection of the subsequent posts. The number of posts checked before 
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making the selection varied between 30 and 50 depending on the journalist. The selection rules 

used were: 

- The posts must have been shared after October 7th. 

- They should have both visual and textual language. 

- For the purpose of the analysis, they must be images taken and shared directly by the 

sample journalists.  

- Image posts with only text and a coloured background are excluded. 

- After applying these rules, the sample of posts were be selected in accordance with their 

relation to the researched literature and objectives of the study. 

5.2.4. Pilot analysis 

The pilot analysis consisted of four different posts, two from Motaz, one from Bisan and one 

from Plestia. The selection method used was the same one used for the final analysis. After 

applying the selection criteria, the result was a stack of posts with correct criteria that could 

make the cut for the analysis. From these, four were assigned to the pilot analysis. Two of the 

posts in the pilot analysis made it to the final one, too, although different corrections and 

improvements were performed in the final draft. The initial categories observed in the pilot 

analysis were the following: children, people in the middle of rubble, account owner appears 

in post, injured people, no-war environment, and war environment. These categories allowed 

me to clearly analyze the posts in a concrete way, but after finishing the analysis it was clear 

that there were more abstract categories clearly identifiable, and that they were more needed to 

perform a successful analysis in relation to the theory. The mentioned concrete topics helped 

identify the final themes (for example, children and injured people were deeply related to 

themes of vulnerability). This way, the pilot analysis helped identify abstract themes in relation 

to the theory and the mentioned analytical tools. 

5.3. Thematic analysis 

The second analysis, which is applied on several comments under the analyzed posts, used a 

qualitative thematic text analysis, which is mainly based on Kuckartz’s Qualitative Text 

Analysis (2014). The reason for this choice lays on the objectives of the thesis. To establish a 

relation between the posts analyzed previously and the audience’s engagement with them, it is 

necessary to investigate reactions to these posts and patterns in them. A thematic analysis can 

provide this information and helps find out what kind of engagement comes from the different 
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ways of storytelling used by the journalists. In a thematic analysis, the result themes help 

understand what was said and the different opinions in a text or series of texts (Kuckartz, 2014). 

I also take inspiration from Mortensen and Trenz (2016), who analyzed comments around the 

2015 picture of the Syrian boy Alan Kurdi in the Turkish shore. They divided the audiences 

into three groups: emotional, critical and reflexive. Although I do not use the same 

categorization in this study, their approach on media morality and analyzing comments is of 

great use for the development of my analysis.  

The thematic analysis is therefore performed only on comments, as this is the most accessible 

way of analyzing audience engagement and opinions in the current conflict. Based on this, this 

method intends to help answer the third Research Question, that attempts to investigate how 

audiences are reacting to these images.  

5.3.1. Thematic analysis data 

The analysis counts with a sample of 180 comments in total. Although studies with this method 

usually have a larger sample, the decision to work with two different methods leads me to 

reduce the sample to a manageable number. This can be presented as a weakness for the study, 

but I argue that in relation to the number of posts, this sample is enough to provide a starting 

idea of how the discourses are being received. Furthermore, Kuckartz (2014) explains that it is 

usual to perform this type of analysis with a group of researchers. Given that this thesis and 

analyses are performed by a single person, it has been determined that a smaller sample would 

prioritize quality over quantity.  

To get to this sample, a selection of social media was required. In their article about CDA and 

its implementation on social media, Bouvier and Machin argue that each software and platform 

“fosters specific kinds of social interactions and suppresses others” (2018, p. 187), and in this 

case this is especially important, as reaching the objectives of the study entail specific 

requirements. After further research on different platforms, I concluded that Instagram is the 

best platform to take the data from, as all the posts were posted in it. Although this decision 

may give slightly biased results since Instagram comments usually come from followers of the 

account, an inspection of the comment sections of the post prior to the selection confirmed that 

there was diversity of opinions and expressions. Based on this, the selection of comments was 

based on several rules. 
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I established that 20 comments would be selected per post, as the total number of comments is 

still manageable and offers enough diversity to perform a successful analysis. The total sample 

would be analyzed together. To make the selection process as objective as possible, 50 

comments were randomly selected from each of the posts without applying any rule. After a 

first look at all the comments, and considering the goals of the analysis, the following rules 

were applied:  

- Only comments in English. Although comments can easily be translated, performing a 

thematic analysis requires understanding the text correctly, and it was considered that 

many expressions could be lost in translation.  

- Comments must have a minimum number of words that make sense. It was established 

that this amount would be five words. This also implies discarding any comment that 

only consists of emojis.  

- Hashtags can be included, only if they are part of a longer comment and never by 

themselves. 

- Only comments posted directly under the post and related to it, not replies to other 

comments. 

- Comments must be intelligible and understandable. 

Before starting the pilot analysis, it is necessary to go through all the material and detect main 

categories (Kuckartz, 2014). While going through the selected comments, several recurring 

categories were observed, and these were narrowed down according to the content and selected 

as main categories. After this first categorization, every comment was coded and added into 

one of the categories, and a second revision of all the content helped establish more specific 

categories. It was observed that emotions as reactions to vulnerability were key in most 

comments, and therefore subcategories were selected around emotional reactions. Categories 

were created based on the observation that there were four key topics when reacting to the posts: 

positionality towards the genocide, positionality towards what and/or who is depicted in the 

image, positionality towards citizen journalist witnessing and counter-narratives, being this 

last one every narrative/discourse contrary or critical towards the ones defended by the 

journalists.  
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5.3.2. Pilot analysis 

After applying the mentioned rules, 36 comments were randomly selected for the pilot analysis 

(4 comments from each post). This analysis allowed me to determine if the applied rules were 

enough to filter the comments and if the selection of comments helped relate the analysis to the 

theoretical framework and the first analysis. Following this, the categorization was applied to 

the pilot selection, and improved where it needed. The pilot analysis then gave some insight on 

how the thematic analysis on comments would work. As comments usually vary in length it 

was observed that some comments required being coded several times into different categories. 

In conclusion, the coding process in the pilot analysis was successfully tested and gave 

interesting results that proved the categorization would work in the final analysis, as well as 

insights on how the coding would turn out. As the selection was randomly selected from the 

total sample, these comments remained in the sample, and could be randomly selected for the 

final analysis.  
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6. Analysis and discussion 

In this chapter, I will investigate what discourses can be observed in the selected Instagram 

posts, and how are these discourses received by audiences. The structure of the chapter, 

therefore, is the following: the first section is the Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis, 

which is divided into several discourses. The second section is the thematic analysis, in which 

I differentiate the three different categories I observed. Finally, a small discussion follows, 

where I reflect on the relations between both sets of results and the implications with the theory. 

6.1. Analysis of discourses on Instagram posts 

While preparing the analysis different abstract discourses were observed: vulnerability, address 

to western audiences, historizing and witnessing and reluctant witnessing. These discourses 

were used and shared differently by every journalist, with the use of different modes of address 

and tools. The complete screenshots of all the posts (image and text) can be seen in the 

Appendices, to which every image is linked. 

6.1.1. Vulnerability 

Vulnerability is the most consistent discourse throughout all the posts. Journalists expose their 

own vulnerability and that of all Palestinians to reach audiences and keep informing of what is 

going on in Palestine. They use this vulnerability in different ways, with different discursive 

tools to create greater emotions in the viewers.  

Vulnerability as resistance 

In some posts it is observable that the discourse of vulnerability takes the role of showing 

resistance. This is a key topic in this thesis, as it has already been mentioned that in conflict 

contexts it is common to find resistance in the most vulnerable acts. These journalists seem to 

use vulnerability as a way of accepting and mobilizing it (Najem, 2023) to use it as resistance. 

An example of this is Image 1, where the journalist uses image composition to express this 

discourse. In an almost total grey image, the color of their clothes and their seat guides our eyes 

to the people in the image. Displaying two mothers with their two babies, who are usually 

thought of as ‘ideal victims’, one of the babies is cleverly set on one of the tension points of the 

shot. This baby catches the attention almost since the beginning, both for the composition and 

for his gaze, which is set on the camera. The gaze in this image connotes a way of demanding 

the audience’s attention and response to the genocide. This gaze also connotes strength and 



 

 

 

36 

resistance, as he dares to look into the camera and, therefore, into the audience’s eyes. The 

discourse of resistance is further reinforced by the image itself, as the people in it are taking 

their right to occupy the public space and live their lives. This reminds of Hammami’s (2016) 

suggestion that nonviolent activism is an important part of Palestinian resistance. Motaz’s text 

only reinforces this, and specially the baby’s defiance, by calling them heroes: 

 [Our youngest are heroes[ إن اصغرنا بطل

Even our babies are heroes            

Other example of this is Image 2, where the journalist is the main subject at the center of the 

composition and looks directly at the camera while holding her own camera on her hand. This 

centered position transmits strength, wanting to be seen. Here, the camera connotes a powerful 

meaning: it is her very own weapon, documentation and witnessing as a way of resistance. This 

reminds of Chouliaraki’s (2015) idea of the camera being a weapon in conflicts. This position 

connotes determination and resistance, and her gaze focused on the camera and the audience is, 

once again, demanding the attention while working as a sign of resistance. Her gaze is also 

defying that of the audience, and her pose denotes strength and decision. This image shows 

Hammami’s (2016) vision of documentation as a form of resistance, since the image and the 

text (Appendix B, Post 3) serve as documentation of one of Gaza’s most historical streets, using 

it as a justification for Palestinian resistance:  

Image 1. Appendix A, Post 3 Image 2. Appendix B, Post 3 



 

 

 

37 

In the picture, I am standing in the middle of the main street in the Gaza Strip, Salah al-Din Street, 

which connects the governorates of the Gaza Strip from north to south. It is the historical street that 

connected Palestine with North Africa and was called Horus Street hundreds of years ago. 

 Personal vulnerability 

Personal vulnerability is very recurrent throughout all the posts. Children remain an important 

part of the vulnerability discourse, since as mentioned before, they are seen as ‘ideal victims’. 

In Image 3, an injured child is depicted lying on the floor, crying. Motaz pictures the child from 

a zenithal shot, which sets him in a position of vulnerability against the audience and the 

photographer. This composition may create feelings of responsibility over the child in the 

audience, as they may see him in a position of extreme vulnerability. The view of blood under 

the child also contributes to the image of vulnerability and suffering, and as discussed before, 

suffering tends to contribute to the validity of citizen journalism witnessing amongst audiences. 

The text with which Motaz accompanies this image is precisely planned to favour the discourse 

of vulnerability and further rise the feelings of responsibility and sympathy in the audience. In 

a way, his choice of words contributes to making the audience self-conscious, as there is a 

certain use of contrasting between what a normal child in a normal context would do and what 

this child is doing: 

For this child, instead of playing with his hands like spider man his hands are busy with the Cannula 

to transfer bloods to his body after he got injured in an Israeli air strike plus loosing his Mom. (…) 

He lost his knee, and a Mom. 

Mentioning Spider-Man, a Western product that probably every person seeing the post knows, 

Motaz reaches his audience, establishing a common denominator, just to use it to compare the 

situation of Palestinians with that of the Western world. In the same post Motaz is creating a 

feeling of closeness between the audience and this child, and establishing a contrast that makes 

the audience realize the position they are in. 

In Image 1 we may observe again the use of children to express the vulnerability discourse. The 

contrast between the vulnerability of the action, where two mothers are happily playing with 

their kids, and the unsafety of being in the middle of bombed houses, connotes again deeper 

meanings and feelings. This action, that would probably be taking place in the comfort of a 
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home in a normal context, is now taking place in an almost apocalyptic setting. This, added to 

the ‘ideal victim’ theme again, denotes vulnerability. 

Another form of personal vulnerability observed in the posts is what Zelizer (2010) poses as 

‘about-to-die’ images. In Image 4 we see the arm of a man under the rubble. Although it is not 

certain that the man is or will be dead, we can assume that he would have been dead after the 

picture was taken. Vulnerability here is in its greatest form, as the person depicted is for sure 

injured and in a position of danger and imminent death. Here, what audiences may focus on 

first is the hand, as it is set in a tension point of the frame, where eyes tend to go to easily; but 

the bright yellow color of the tea tag becomes a contrast with the muted brown colors of the 

rubble. This composition intends to catch the attention of the viewers and raise feelings of 

unease, as we see this person was in his more vulnerable moment at home, feeling safe, when 

the bomb struck. Furthermore, the connotations of the tea tag itself are of peace and quietness, 

it reminds of having tea in the safety of your home, and these feelings are destroyed and 

contrasted with the destruction the teabag is in. Motaz reinforces this contrast by writing “I 

believe he was peacefully making a cup of tea before the Israeli warplanes bombed the house”. 

This juxtaposing may create either thoughts of absurdity since the situation itself can feel 

illogical and dystopian, or again guilt from the audience, who may be seeing this image in the 

comfort of their homes, not exposed to such vulnerability.  

 

Image 4. Appendix A, Post 1 Image 3. Appendix A, Post 2 
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Infrastructural vulnerability 

The last example (Image 4) also relates to infrastructural vulnerability. This kind of 

vulnerability relates deeply with Butler’s (2016) precarity, since the destruction or damage of 

buildings exposes vulnerable people to violence and, therefore, precarity. A clear example of 

this is this man, whose current position of maximum vulnerability and precarity was created by 

the targeting of buildings by the Israeli army. Another example of this is Image 5, where a 

woman is depicted in the middle of a destroyed building. With this image, Plestia is trying to 

represent the position of precarity and vulnerability in which a person is when their house is 

destroyed. Situating the woman in the middle of the frame and on top of the rubble serves two 

purposes: one, the attention goes directly to the woman and second, it connotes exposure and 

vulnerability. When the text is read, the relation between infrastructural vulnerability and the 

woman’s precarity gets stronger: 

For you, its a destroyed place..  

for her, its her family’s house, its where she had her first walk and maybe learned her first word, its 

where she felt safe and loved, and most importantly its where she had a life.. 

Seeing the woman standing on what was her house, where she grew up and felt safe, may bring 

to the audience feelings of unsafety, as what once was a home and a safe building to hide in, 

now does not serve its purpose anymore, exposing the people that lived in it. Image 1 connotes 

a similar meaning since the action that was usually performed in the safety that an infrastructure 

often gives is now happening on top of rubble. The use of infrastructural vulnerability in this 

Image 5. Appendix C, Post 2 
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way can make the audience feel like they are watching something that should be private, women 

and their children in a vulnerable moment.  

 Emotional vulnerability 

In this analysis, I consider emotional vulnerability as the type of vulnerability the journalists 

express by exposing their emotions and thoughts as a theme in their posts. This kind of 

vulnerability, although not as related with war contexts as the others, seems to also be an 

important discursive resource in some posts. In Image 6, Plestia shows a picture of her diary. 

By sharing something so intimate she is exposing her most vulnerable side, the one that one 

only shares in the intimacy and security of their room. Like in several of the analyzed posts, 

there is a notable contrast between the life in the comfort of a home and the life that Palestinians 

are forced to live.  

This contrast is further reinforced by what is written down in the diary page. In it, she talks 

about the dichotomy between her privilege of being able to leave Palestine and live a normal 

life far from the violence, and her friends’ and other Palestinians’ obligation to stay in Palestine 

due to lack of resources while getting exposed to being vulnerable against attacks. Plestia is 

using her own emotions as a way of reaching the audience, getting emotionally closer to those 

that follow her. Bisan also recurs to this kind of vulnerability discourse. For example, in Image 

7 (Appendix B, Post 2) she expresses her feelings about witnessing the genocide:  

Image 6. Appendix C, Post 1 Image 7. Appendix B, Post 2 
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I no longer have any hope of survival like I had at the beginning of this genocide, and I am certain 

that I will die in the next few weeks or maybe days. I have been sick with severe viral infection for 

days and cannot move from the mattress! 

And in Image 8 (Appendix B, Post 1) she opens up to the audience, exposing her feelings and 

dreams and explaining the situation Palestinians are in: “I started writing realistic short stories 

ten years ago! My people were the same heroes of my stories, but today I live with my people 

in exceptional circumstances!!”. In both these posts Bisan explains the exhaustion of being a 

citizen journalist in the genocide, and how all the witnessing is weighting her down, although 

she feels the responsibility of doing it: “My role and the role of the rest of the journalists in 

Gaza is to document our stories and the stories of our people” (Appendix B, Post 1). Proving 

Andén-Papadopoulos (2013) right, these journalists are using their own pain as a way of deeper 

credibility and attention to their witnessing images. Furthermore, in Plestia’s third post (Image 

9), she talks about her “Press” vest and exposes her feelings about it, too.   

I used to always wear my press vest and helmet.. but lately I stopped wearing them.. I don’t feel safe 

in Gaza no matter what, even while sleeping I don’t feel safe, but especially when wearing then press 

vest and helmet I don’t feel safe.. 

She talks to her audience as friends and confidants of her feelings and secrets, and seeing a 

person in such a position of vulnerability can create feelings of guilt and sympathy in the 

audience and help calling for action in a more indirect way than other discourses.  

Image 8. Appendix B, Post 1 Image 9. Appendix C, Post 3 
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6.1.2. Address to Western audiences 

The citizen journalists seem to address Western audiences in most of their posts. This, though, 

is done using different modes of address, which I will get into below, with some interesting 

examples. 

Accusatory rhetoric 

In some cases, the use of the accusatory tone helps the journalists create a more impactful post, 

by calling out their audiences and those who do not support them. An example of this is Image 

8 (Appendix B, Post 1), where Bisan employs this rhetoric to address the audience: “(…) your 

role is to put an end to this genocide”. Another example of it is Image 4 (Appendix A, Post 2), 

since Motaz refers to Israel in an accusative tone (“Israel must be proud about their speed to 

kill, they can do it before the cup of tea is ready, especially if the target is Palestinians”). Here, 

he relates Israel’s actions and his accusative rhetoric to the already explained vulnerability, 

referring again to the tea tag that the audience can see in the picture.  

Furthermore, in Image 2, Bisan resorts to words like “disgrace”, “genocide”, “torture” or “kill 

(…) and destroy”, which in combination with the direct appointment to humanity as a culprit 

creates again accountability in the audiences. She uses exclamation signs as a way of expressing 

urge and anger, which reiterates the accusative tone of the text. The use of sentences like “Every 

minute that passes for the Palestinians in the Gaza Strip under this genocide is like a hundred 

years of torture!” may create emotions of urge and guilt in the audience, and indirectly call for 

immediate action to stop the conflict.  Although these are some examples of the use of 

accusative rhetoric, throughout this section it will be visible that this mode of address is repeated 

in several posts. 

Guilt-tripping 

Another mode of address observed is guilt-tripping, which journalists reach in different ways. 

In Image 7 (Appendix B, Post 2), Bisan calls out the conscience of the audience by establishing 

a dichotomy in which she then points out those that are not fighting for Palestine:  

You are not innocent of what is happening to us, you as governments or peoples that support Israel’s 

annihilation of my people. We will not forgive you, we will not forgive you, humanity will not forgive 

you, we will not forget, even if we die, the history will never forget. 
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This accusation guilt-trips whoever is reading and not taking action against the genocide, by 

also using the aforementioned accusatory tone to further impact the reader. Another way in 

which Bisan uses guilt-tripping is exemplified in Image 8 (Appendix B, Post 1), where she 

finishes her text by saying: “*Do not despair... Be stronger and demand a ceasefire, you are our 

only hope.*”. In here, the use of the asterisks may intend to express urgency, and by saying 

“you are our only hope” Bisan calls for the conscience of the audience by using Western guilt, 

as another way of calling for action. 

As mentioned before, in Image 6 (Appendix C, Post 1) Plestia’s own vulnerability and guilty 

feelings seem to be useful to address and guilt-trip her audience. The sentence the post is about 

(“I miss waking up in the morning and making a mug of coffee and using my laptop. As simple 

as that.”), which she talks about in her diary, raises guilt not only in Plestia, but also calls out 

everyone in the West that is safe and distant from Palestinian suffering, while living a normal 

life. Plestia here equals herself with the West, feeling the guilt, while also keeping her 

Palestinian identity and frustration against the world: “What world do we live in where drinking 

a cup of coffee & using a laptop is a privilege and a dream?”. The use of “we” in this post makes 

the audience feel closer to Plestia and serves the purpose of saying “if I feel guilty, why shouldn’t 

you?”. 

 Individualizing and collectivizing 

Journalists may use collectivization as a way of addressing their audiences as equals and 

inspiring a sense of being part of a team. In Image 3 (Appendix A, Post 1), as mentioned, Motaz 

makes sure to compare the Palestinian way of living with the Western one, equaling Palestinian 

children with the rest, making use of collectivizing to address the audience. When this 

collectivization is made, mentioning that this child cannot play to be Spiderman because he is 

hurt may create feelings of guilt in the viewer, who for this moment sees the Palestinian kid as 

an equal. He also addresses the audience directly, by starting his text by saying “You all know 

Spider man?”. This further confirms his intention of directing his words and image to the 

Western audience. In Image 4 (Appendix A, Post 2), this is repeated. Here, the vulnerability 

discourse is also used as a way of addressing the audience. Once again, while comparing 

Western and Palestinian life he creates a common point between both. Showing the tea tag is, 

as already discussed, a way of comparing Palestinians and the Western world, just to make his 

audience understand that their lives are not that different. He is addressing the West by 

collectivizing them and Palestinians into the same group of people with the same ways of living 
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their private lives. This discourse is further reinforced by Motaz writing “Please take action to 

end this before the next cup of tea ! (you know what I mean)”, which is a direct call for 

awareness and action from the audience. He wants his audience to pay attention and act in 

defense of the vulnerable Palestinian people, because even though they are physically distant, 

they are not different from the West. Motaz here makes use of the so criticized ‘pity’ by 

Chouliaraki (2006) in hopes of it inspiring action. 

Another example of the use of collectivization is seen in Image 2 (Appendix B, Post 3), where 

Bisan makes use of collectivizing to address in a more personal way. Although the question 

seems impersonal, at the end Bisan refers to “our” and “your” eyes, referring not only to the 

Palestinian people being eyewitnesses of the destruction, but also to the audiences being direct 

witnesses of the distant suffering. This calls for the attention of the reader, and holds them 

accountable, creating a feeling of discomfort and guilt.  

 Gaze 

Gaze is an important visual resource for some of the journalists since, as Kress and van 

Leeuwen (2021) suggest, gaze in images can connote either “offer” or “demand”, this last one 

creating “a visual form of address” (p. 116). Gaze, then, is used as a way of connecting the 

audience with the represented people.  

An example of the use of gaze is Image 1, in which it was already mentioned as a tool to express 

resistance. The gaze of the child in one of the focal points is addressing the audience directly, 

demanding them to look at him and pay attention. This gaze humanizes the subject and intends 

to bring the audience closer to the distant suffering of their peers. It is also demanding the 

viewer to take action, since the determined look of the child into the camera connotes, as 

mentioned, strength and resistance. This same mode is also used in Image 7, where Bisan uses 

her own gaze as a mode of address to the viewer. With a tired look, she stares at the camera, 

and already without reading the text the audience may feel sympathy for her. In contrast with 

this use of gaze, in Image 2 we can see how Bisan, by looking directly at the camera, with a 

stronger look and pose than in her other post, is demanding the audience’s attention in a stronger 

and more accusative way. With her strong pose, which I already referred to in the last section, 

the gaze seems to acquire strength and denotes resistance. All these subjects look at the camera 

coldly, without smiling. This may create feelings of discomfort in the audience (Kress and van 

Leeuwen, 2021) and thus arise guilt sentiments. 
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6.1.3. Witnessing and reluctant witnessing 

Witnessing as a discourse not only has an important role throughout this thesis, but also in these 

posts. Serving as an example of how Palestinian journalists are bearing witness, these posts 

show the importance of their job. As Najem (2023) noted, witnessing and sharing testimony 

occur now at the same time, exposing these journalists to the horrors of the conflict while having 

to share it at the same time. This dynamic seems to wear them down, which they express in 

some of their posts. Sometimes, witnessing is depicted as the journalists’ own experience, but 

in other examples, such as Image 5, the idea of witnessing is shown through the subject 

depicted. In this image, Plestia turns the woman looking at her destroyed house into a 

representation of bearing witness, while she herself is also bearing witness to this destruction 

by sharing this picture, creating a kind of “meta-witnessing”.  

In other posts, though, journalists are the main bearers of witness. In Image 8 (Appendix B, 

Post 1) Bisan is captured with a “Press” vest on, which instantly reminds of citizen journalism 

and bearing witness as a citizen journalist. In the description text, Bisan explains the following: 

My people were the same heroes of my stories, but today I live with my people in exceptional 

circumstances!! When I talk to them and listen to their stories, I not only hear about cutting off 

electricity, blockades on products and trade, unemployment, poverty, and economic and health crises, 

but I hear about genocide! 

This takes her witnessing discourse to a deeper level, where she is explaining to the audience 

how her job has always been witnessing the stories of Palestinians, and how now she is only 

bearing witness to destruction and suffering. By saying this, Bisan is also reminding the 

audience that she is a normal person that was forced into this situation. As I have already 

mentioned, citizen journalists usually come from non-professionalized backgrounds and are 

forced to bearing witness. Bisan does not want people to forget that, as at the end of the day she 

is still struggling to survive a genocide along her people. This way of exploring the discourse, 

which is rooted through the whole post, may attempt to reach the audience by saying “Palestine 

has not always been a destroyed place, Palestinians had normal life and stories to tell”. This 

discourse, which can be observed in other posts, seems to be a way of fighting back Israeli 

propaganda, almost balancing out the media power dynamics between the Israeli State and the 

Palestinian people. The journalists’ are using their bearing witness and sharing of information 

also as an act of resistance by first, passing down information to those that are not in Palestine 

(Najem, 2023) and second, using information technologies and the Internet (Zelizer, 2002) even 

when Israel tries to shut it down. 
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In another post (Image 7) Bisan’s own selfie in the middle of a destroyed setting also serves to 

the witnessing discourse. By showing herself in this setting, connotations of bearing witness 

appear again. The fact that the journalist is the protagonist in this picture connotes an idea: “the 

genocide is a reality, and the journalists behind the cameras are also real people”. When 

looking at the text, the witnessing discourse turns into a different thing, an idea that citizen 

journalists are tired of bearing witness to so much suffering and destruction. It is turned into 

reluctant witnessing in this sentence: “I suffer from nightmares that are so closely resemble 

reality that I no longer differentiate between reality and dream”. Reluctant witnessing is also 

observed in one of Motaz’s posts (Appendix A, Post 2): “I don’t want to imagine, I don’t want 

to photograph more of this”. With this sentence, he is directly pointing out to the burden of his 

witnessing of the genocide, and presented this way he may also intend to raise sympathy from 

the audience towards him and his situation. These posts can fight the issue posed by Chouliaraki 

(2015) that citizen journalism footage does not guarantee truth by using, as Papadopoulos 

(2013) suggests, the suffering of the journalist to gain credibility amongst publics. In 

conclusion, reluctant witnessing can also be used as a tool to address audiences and raise 

awareness of the conflict, both by the act of bearing witness and the suffering that comes with 

it, and the use of technologies and social platforms to keep their cause alive (Andén-

Papadopoulos, 2013). This use of witnessing may influence how audiences react to certain 

posts, as will be seen following up. 

6.2. Analysis of social media discussion 

As it has already been described, the thematic analysis is performed on a selection of comments 

taken from the posts analyzed in the MCDA. From the filtered selection of comments, 180 were 

randomly selected for the following analysis. After looking through the selection and 

performing the pilot analysis, the following categories and sub-categories were observed: 

Categories Sub-categories 

Positionality towards the genocide 

- Hope 

- Resistance 

- Guilt 

- Anger/frustration 

- Personal story 

- Sympathy 
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After coding the whole sample, an early observation was the number of comments under each 

category. The category with more comments under it was Positionality towards the genocide, 

which was expected since the posts are directly representing the genocide and its consequences. 

It is also worth noticing that most of the comments under this category were also coded into 

other categories, so comments expressing uniquely opinion towards the genocide in a more 

general view were few. Only 12 of the 180 comments were observed to use counter-narratives 

and pro-Israel arguments, which was already expected due to the argument given in the methods 

chapter: Instagram comments will always be mostly biased, as they usually come from 

followers of the post creators. This mainly happen because Instagram’s algorithm is influenced 

by interest and interactions (Leaver et al., 2020), meaning that these posts will mostly be shown 

to followers or active pro-Palestinian users. The platform’s community guidelines and 

moderation may also influence who these posts reach, lowering the chances of these posts being 

shown in the “Explore” page or shared as much, creating biased comment sections.   

6.2.1. Positionality towards the genocide 

In this category, some themes repeat more than others. Discourses of resistance and 

anger/frustration seem to take the lead, probably because, as I mentioned before, bringing the 

- Governments/leaders discourse 

Positionality towards what and/or who is 

depicted in the image 

- Sympathy 

- Guilt 

- Anger/frustration 

- Sadness 

- Resistance 

Positionality towards citizen journalist 

witnessing 

- Concern 

- Sympathy 

- Guilt 

- Praying discourse 

Counter-narratives 

- Skepticism 

- Rage 

- Hamas discourse 

Table 1. Thematic analysis categorization 



 

 

 

48 

on-ground images of distant suffering closer to audiences may have an impact on how these 

audiences react to the conflict. Specifically, anger/frustration repeats a great number of times, 

and it is also mostly seen under this category. Comments coded under this sub-category often 

express either frustration towards the world (“Every day without a ceasefire is another moment 

where the world fails to protect its most innocent.”) or towards world leaders and governments 

(“The cruelty of the leaders of this world will never be forgotten         ”). Due to this last type 

of comments, it is usual to see this sub-category next to others like resistance and 

governments/leaders discourse. These comments often express ideas about boycotting, getting 

to the streets or freeing Palestine. This is interesting in relation with the theory, where I 

expressed the important role that making audiences ‘co-witnesses’ has on the raising of political 

involvement in distant conflicts (Andén-Papadopoulos, 2013). This seems to be the case of 

these posts since, as was shown in the first analysis, these journalists tend to use collectivization 

to address their audiences, making them co-witnesses.  Furthermore, as can be observed in the 

next category, these themes often arise in relation to a reaction to the post/image.   

It was also observed that guilt is often expressed as apologizing for what is going on. Comments 

coded under this sub-category are often coming from potential Western and American users. 

This was also observed to happen more under posts where guilt was explicitly expressed, or 

where guilt-tripping was a discourse. These emotions turn sometimes into hope, which is often 

expressed either as hoping for God/Allah to help Palestinians or punish oppressors, or as a 

vague hope for the genocide to end (“We will rebuild Gaza again inshaAllah. May Allah deal 

with the oppressors swiftly and justly ameen!). It is also worth noting that some users expressed 

their loss of hope, as in the comment “I feel like hope is fading! I'm writing to you so I don't 

forget…”. This dichotomy seems interesting, as both expressions fall into the same category 

but show two very different perspectives of the genocide, and while the expression of hope may 

lead someone to think that the posts are having a positive effect on audiences, the expression 

of loss of hope contradicts this idea.  

It is interesting to note that some comments showing sympathy have a patronizing connotation, 

mostly when they come from potentially Western audiences. Butler (2016) already argues the 

potential risks of vulnerability strengthening paternalistic powers, and in this case, it is the 

representation of vulnerability that is raising paternalistic ideas as a contrast between the 

powerlessness of the subjects and the safety and power of Western audiences. An example of 

this is the following comment: 
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Millions of people all over the world would love to take care of all the beautiful innocent orphaned 

children, welcome them with open arms, give them gazillion tight hugs and kisses, and assure them 

it’s going to be alright from that point forward, take care of them, clothe them, feed them, bathe them, 

and calmly put them to sleep in their own new beds… and lastly love them unconditionally              

Sympathy is also often related to resistance, as sympathizing is an important part of social 

activism, and as Najem (2023) says, bearing witness is closely related with resistance, insofar 

the witnessing of suffering can also raise opposition against the inflictor of it. To end with, 

users expressing an opinion towards the genocide often use personal stories to explain their 

point or express a higher level of sympathy, and this discourse is often seen in comments coded 

under other categories too.  

6.2.2. Positionality towards what/who is depicted in the image 

Sympathy is a recurrent theme under this category, as it usually relates to other sub-categories, 

too. This is expected, as feelings of sympathy are usual to rise when reacting to images of distant 

suffering. Seeing images of Palestinians suffering seems to create emotional reactions, which 

supports Andén-Papadopoulos’s (2013) suggestion that activists can be aware of and use this 

kind of expression to produce outrage and emotions. I also argue that therefore these journalists 

use storytelling to incite these emotions, and the observed reactions reinforce it. As seen in the 

last category, sympathy is also shown as patronizing in some comments (“       oh how I wish I 

could sit there on the floor to rock him and say prayers over him.”), but this can also be seen as 

a way for users to position themselves in the place of Palestinian caregivers to express an 

emotional reaction. Sympathy is often identified with sadness, which usually appears in 

comments under posts showing hurt people (“They destroyed everything       ... standing there.... 

Can't even imagine their pain ..”). These categories are a good example of how audiences can 

place themselves in the position of the sufferer to try to feel the suffering, and how these 

testimonies humanize these journalists and make the viewer “stand by them in solidarity” 

(Choulariaki, 2015, p. 1365). Another emotion that is observed continuously in this category is 

that of anger/frustration. Like with sadness, several comments showcasing this emotion appear 

under posts that represent hurt people. This sub-category often relates to the category 

Positionality towards the genocide, since the emotional reaction towards the image creates 

feelings of action and resistance against the genocide, too (“Currently marching in San 

Francisco for all the people who are in the same situation as her #freepalestine”). This kind of 

comments are also an example of how social media help mobilization and social movements 

take place in the physical space and the Internet simultaneously (Najem, 2023). Therefore, 
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anger/frustration lead to resistance sentiments. Resistance could then be considered a bridge 

between categories.  

However, in some comments posted under specific posts, resistance is observed by itself. 

Mostly under one of Motaz’s posts (Appendix A, Post 2), these comments show sentiments of 

pride and resistance against the oppressor. The post inspires users, and they show it in their 

comments, such as “The moms the babies the men .. all of you! It’s your land , your home and 

you will win. “ Never forget to say free Palestine”    🇵🇸”. Here resistance seems to be provoked 

by the witnessing of vulnerability, which inspires mobilization, as Najem (2023) states. 

6.2.3. Positionality towards citizen journalist witnessing 

Comments under this category show a great amount of sympathy, too, as it again serves as a 

joint between other sub-categories, and it launches a series of emotions. As I state before in the 

thesis, witnessing of the creator’s own suffering may create credibility in their discourses, and 

therefore also bring up emotional reactions such as sympathy. In these cases, this emotion 

shows as gratitude towards the citizen journalists and their job, as well as acknowledging their 

vulnerable situation (“You are simply amazing Bisan. I am in awe of you. We see what you're 

doing. Huge love to you XX”). Praying discourses are also common to be seen next to sympathy 

in these cases. Users use their faith to express sympathy and gratitude. Sometimes audiences 

express sympathy towards the journalists and Palestinians in general, blurring the line between 

categories, and accompany their expression of sympathy with personal stories. It is also worth 

mentioning that expressions of sympathy towards citizen journalist witnessing are mostly 

directed towards Bisan and Plestia, which may be because of their type of content being more 

personal. Feelings of guilt are also observed more often in comments directed to these two 

journalists, which could be for several reasons such as guilt-tripping or vulnerability discourses 

in the posts. This is further discussed in the next chapter. 

Another emotion that this witnessing of the journalist’s own suffering seems to bring up is 

concern. It is sometimes identified together with sympathy, as two separate emotions towards 

the journalists: being both thankful and concerned about their safety (“Gemeeez. Stay safe 

Motaz. Thank you and other Gazan journalists for always updating the real situation in Gaza. 

May Allah protect you all.”). It was also noted that concern was likely to be seen in comments 

when journalists had not posted in some time. Praying also appears often in these comments, 

usually as a prayer for the journalist’s safety.  
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6.2.4. Counter-narratives 

Although they are not big in number, comments with counter-narratives show interesting results 

about what ideas are most shared amongst pro-Israel users. These comments are expected to 

appear, as in the end citizen witnessing and political action seem to be tied together (Andén-

Papadopulos, 2013), since these journalists use their testimonies to shape and promote certain 

political ideas, in this case the liberation of Palestine. Like any political agenda or idea, pro-

Palestine discourses have opposition, and social media’s democratic and participatory aspect 

allows every kind of agenda to be supported or opposed publicly. However, as noted before, 

the low number of these leads to think that Instagram’s algorithm works to create a visible bias, 

showing content mostly to people who may be interested by it, limiting the democratic aspect 

of the platform. Many comments under this category are characterized by sentiments of 

skepticism, and the discourses in them are similar to each other. In some cases, the skepticism 

is directed towards the reliability of the shared image, arguing that it is staged, and in other 

cases it is directed towards the journalist. Usually, these comments also have anti-Hamas 

discourses. In them, users accuse the journalist of working for Hamas (“Your always calling 

for a ceasefire but only from Israel not from your friends Hamas isis who are shooting at the 

Israeli hospitals!”). Comments with anti-Hamas discourses also accuse victims represented in 

the posts of working for Hamas, in order to justify Israel’s military actions against them. Some 

of these comments also fall under the sub-category rage since users seem to mostly express this 

feeling against Hamas. 

Another interesting observation is that some counter-narrative comments are also coded into 

some of the past categories. In these comments, users express some kind of sympathy towards 

who is shown in the image or the journalist but end up justifying the suffering with skepticism 

towards the journalist or with Hamas discourses: 

As an Israeli, I’m really sorry of what you are going through. Not one in the world should go through 

this, and my heart break for the pictures and videos I see from Gaza. But you are NOT our enemy. 

And you know that very well.our enemy is the people you elected to govern you on 2006, the one 

that call for OUR distraction, OUR annihilation and OUR genocide. (…) 

I would argue that these comments resort to “false sympathy” to get their narrative through, but 

this assumption would need to be further explored in a more detailed study. It is observable that 

although they express sympathy towards what is happening to Palestinians, they still justify the 

suffering with pro-Israeli discourses. In these comments, the storytelling of discourses or the 

witnessing of suffering by the journalists does not seem to raise the same emotions they do in 
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the rest of the comments. A study on why this happens would be interesting but is outside the 

scope of this thesis. 

6.3. Discussion 

Some interesting outcomes have come out of the performed analyses. All three citizen 

journalists seem to share similar discourses with similar intentions, but each of them does so 

differently. It becomes obvious that Motaz resorts more to the composition of images to create 

certain impact in the audience and accompanies them with storytelling that brings up the 

discourses. Bisan and Plestia make use of other tools to create the same effects, usually relying 

on text more than images. In general, all of them seem to use very similar modes of address. 

These modes help their discourses reach their audiences successfully and seem to have an actual 

impact on the reactions from users. This also reinforces the belief that media is becoming 

engaged in wars in more performative ways, as Horbyk (2023) argues. These performative 

resources are allowing citizen journalists to, as Freedman (2014) argues, rebalance the power 

dynamic in the mediatization of the conflict. The apparent success of the different modes of 

address amongst their audiences proves that this kind of mediatization works since it seems to 

be shaping how the conflict is understood.  

When going through the coded comments, it was noticeable that most of them involved 

emotions. The observers that write these comments seem to use and process emotions in a 

similar way to that described by Mortensen and Trenz (2016), where they make use of empathy 

to position themselves in the place of those they see suffering in the posts. It is also noticeable 

how, when referring to citizen journalists, many comments show concern towards them. While 

these audience members are taking interest in the conflict because of their concern towards the 

journalists’ safety, this bond with the conflict seems rather weak, and may not imply the 

political involvement these journalists are seeking from audiences, which resembles with cyber-

sceptic’s view of social media activism’s ‘weak-ties’. Nonetheless, as it has been shown, there 

are also opposition perspectives in reaction to the shared posts, which implies that these 

discourses do not always reach audiences as they are intended to.  

By showing themselves or other Palestinians in positions of vulnerability, these journalists are 

fighting the Israeli claims that the victims are terrorists. This reinforces Norman’s (2009) idea 

of youth participatory media, where the use of this kind of media by young Palestinians is 

offering alternative perspectives of the conflict and challenging the portrayal of either solely 

victims or perpetrators given to them by the Western discourses. Motaz does this by 
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representing ‘ideal victims’, such as children, but relating them to resilience and resistance 

discourses. Bisan and Plestia, instead, tend to open about their feelings and create a sense of 

closeness. Apart from helping balance out the hegemonic pro-Israeli discourse, these resources 

may inspire ideas of resistance in those co-witnessing. This specific discourse is further 

reinforced by the journalists’ and other Palestinians’ use of the public space in the middle of a 

genocide. As Butler argues, in some cases, “continuing to exist, to move, and to breathe are 

forms of resistance” (Butler, 2016, p. 26), and that is the case of these subjects. Resistance, 

then, appears to be an important discourse throughout all these posts, not only as a theme, but 

also connoted in the act of performing citizen journalism. 

The mediatization of the vulnerability and suffering of Palestinians through social media seems 

to be exposing the realities of the conflict to Western audiences. This is likely influencing the 

relevance that the conflict has in the public discourse throughout the Western world. These 

citizen journalists significantly influence how the genocide is perceived by audiences, altering 

power dynamics by challenging hegemonic discourses and inspiring audiences to act against 

injustice. Both the journalists’ sharing of witness and the audiences’ interaction with the content 

can be argued to be influencing on the mediatization of this certain conflict. Nonetheless, it is 

important to not forget that platforms like Instagram work with algorithms that may still be 

shaping how the conflict is perceived. This feeds Freedman’s (2014) claim that power cannot 

be totally shifted, as those with the power are still in charge of these platforms.  

This raises the question of whether citizen journalism in Gaza could spark a new wave of 

mediatizing conflicts and increasing Western awareness, or if the conflict uniquely shaped the 

environment for its development. I dare to believe that, looking at the recent protests and 

movements inspired by what these journalists show (Al Jazeera, 2024b), it will lead to a new 

movement of citizen journalism throughout the world, where current mediatization power 

dynamics will be challenged, and now invisible conflicts will become acknowledged by 

Western audiences.  
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7. Conclusion 

This study has contributed some interesting results. In regards of the first Research Question, 

How are Palestinian young journalists representing the ongoing Occupation on social media, 

the study demonstrates that Palestinian young journalists are representing the Occupation and 

genocide by using strong discourses that lead to emotional and moral responses from the 

audience. The use of strong, emotional images, and texts that generate accountability and guilt, 

create strong discourses like vulnerability as resistance, the hardness of witnessing or direct 

callouts to the audiences. These discourses help journalists counteract the hegemonic narratives 

of the conflict sharing witness accounts that reach large audiences, balancing global narratives. 

While legacy media seem to favor the Israeli perspective, these journalists use social media as 

their own platform to share their perspective, thus using it as a form of resistance. 

In this regard, resistance is a powerful theme through the thesis, helping solve the second 

Research Question, How are these journalists, via the exposure of their own vulnerability, 

participating on resistance. The analysis showed that these journalists make use of their 

vulnerability and that of the Palestinian people to both awake certain emotions and actions in 

the audiences, and as a form of resistance. Witnessing this conflict sets them in a position of 

vulnerability that they do not always welcome. Nonetheless, it is this exposure to being 

vulnerable that is perceived as an act of resistance, where the journalist occupies the public 

space and shares their testimony even when the occupying power tries to stop it. Furthermore, 

the way these journalists represent the vulnerability of the Palestinian people leads to acts of 

resistance, since some of the images show Palestinian people in a state of vulnerability but still 

connote resilience and power. The use of tools like Kress and van Leeuwen’s gaze or posing 

and composition connotes power and resistance that is received by the audiences, who also 

show feelings of resistance and sympathy with the cause. Their texts make this discourse 

stronger, by expressing theirs and the Palestinian people’s will to resist against Israel, showing 

vulnerable subjects while writing about resistance, or by making a clear statement of their use 

of documentation as resistance.  

In regards of the third Research Question, How do audiences react to these witnessing images, 

these discourses and ways of addressing the audiences seem to arise certain emotions such as 

sympathy, guilt, or anger, and generate moral stances and accountability in parts of the 

audiences. Guilt-tripping and collectivization repeat through different discourses in the posts 

and serve the purpose of approaching audiences. Despite this, it is noticeable that there are some 
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counternarratives even under images of suffering, although not many. This, though, may not be 

taken as a reality, since the short scope of the analysis, limited by the timeframe and length of 

the thesis, and Instagram’s algorithm and moderation guidelines, as explained in the thesis, 

might influence on the sample and results. 

This study has, nevertheless, contributed to a field of study that is yet to be further explored. It 

seems like research on citizen journalism peaked right after the Arab Spring and has not been 

consistently explored in the more recent years. I intended to explain the importance of citizen 

journalism and social media in the Palestinian case, and I addressed the role that social media 

have in the reception of the genocide by audiences. With this study I prove that Palestinian 

young journalists are taking social media as their own platform to counteract the hegemonic 

discourse, by bearing witness and documenting their perspectives. This study, therefore, 

contributes to the field of citizen journalism insofar it shows new ways in which citizen 

journalists are employing social media and certain discourses to reach global audiences and 

inspire resistance. It also shows how vulnerability can be an important source of resistance in 

conflicts, serving as a key for social activism since it seems to raise awareness and 

accountability in audiences, and stands out as a powerful discourse amongst Palestinian citizen 

journalism. 

Nonetheless, I still argue that further research on the issue is needed, since the events are still 

developing. This means exploring not just the evolving field of citizen journalism and conflicts, 

but also focusing on the Palestinian situation. Specifically, there is a need to understand the role 

of sharing testimonies and co-witnessing suffering on the current surge of pro-Palestine protests 

and social movements beyond social media, as it may give insight on the mediatization of future 

conflicts. 
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Appendix D. Codebook 

 

  

Codes Description Examples 

Positionality towards the 

genocide 

Comments that express a 

position/opinion towards the 

genocide in a more general 

way as a reaction to the post 

I am just so so sorry this is 

happening. I'm ashamed of the 
world and our leaders 

Positionality towards what 

and/or who is depicted in the 

image 

Comments that express a 

clear reaction to the image 

shared, whereas it is people 

or an object 

The fresh blood spilling 

under his knee, on the dirty 

ground. There is no hell like 

watching a child suffer, and 

in such indignity. 

 

Positionality towards citizen 

journalist witnessing 

Comments that express 

reactions towards the act of 

witnessing of the journalists, 

focusing more on the 

journalist than on the conflict 

itself 

Your journalistic 

documentation work is one of 

the most precious in recent 

decades. I hope it all ends 

quickly. A hug to you      

Counter-narratives 

Comments that show a clear 

opposition to the journalists 

or what is represented, pro-

Israeli or anti-

Hamas/genocide-skeptic 

arguments  

I hope you'll bring all our 

hostages back home to 

ISRAEL.... FIRST YOU 

COMING TO KILL IS AND 

THAN CRYING WHEN OUR 

ARMY IS COMING FOR 

YOUR HAMAS חי ישראל עם 
      🇮🇱🇮🇱🇮🇱🇮🇱🇮🇱 
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