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Deep Dive

Israel’s Defeats Pile Up Under Netanyahu’s Leadership

Israel now faces adversaries
that it cannot defea

By Jasim Al-Azzawi

A Analyst, journalist
Since October 7, 2023, the war
of images has eclipsed the war
of weapons. From Gaza’s pul-
verised hospitals and starving
infants to mass graves and des-
perate fathers digging through
rubble, every pixel captured on a
smartphone strikes deeper than
a missile.

These raw, unfiltered, and unde-
niable images have a far greater
impact than any press confer-
ence or official speech. And for
the first time in its history, Isra-
el cannot delete them or drown
them in propaganda.

The horrifying images of the
Israeli army massacring peo-
ple at aid distribution locations
prompted newspaper Haaretz’s
Gideon Levy to write on June 29:
“Is Israel perpetrating genocide
in Gaza? [..] The testimonies
and images emerging from Gaza
don’t leave room for many ques-
tions.”

Even staunchly pro-Israel com-
mentator and New York Times
columnist Thomas Friedman
no longer buys into the Israeli
narrative. In a May 9 op-ed, ad-
dressed to US President Donald
Trump, he declared: “This Israeli
government is not our ally,” clari-
fying that it is “behaving in ways
that threaten hard-core US inter-
ests in the region”.

Once, Israel’s narrative was pro-
tected by the gates of editorial
rooms and the gravity of West-
ern guilt. But the smartphone
shattered those gates. What we
see now is no longer what Israel
tells us — it’s what Gaza shows
us.

The platforms carrying these
images — TikTok, WhatsApp,
Instagram, X — don'’t prioritise
context; They prioritise virality.
While older generations might
look away, younger ones are
glued to the stream of suffering,
absorbed by every pixel, every
siren, every moment of destruc-
tion. The global public is agitat-
ed, and this works against the
Israeli interest. Israel is no lon-
ger just at war with its neigh-
bours; It is at war with the lens
itself.

The psychological toll of this
visual war is reverberating
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deep inside Israeli society. For
decades, Israelis were condi-
tioned to see themselves as
global narrators of trauma, not
subjects of international scru-
tiny. But now, with videos of Is-
raeli bombardment, flattened
Gaza neighbourhoods, and
emaciated children flooding
every platform, many Israelis
are grappling with a growing
ethical predicament.

There is unease, even among
centrists, that these visceral im-
ages are eroding Israel’s moral
high ground. For the first time,
public discourse in Israeli soci-
ety includes fear of the mirror:
What the world now sees and
what Israelis are forced to con-
front.

Internationally, the effect has
been even more destabilising
for Israel’s diplomatic standing.
Longstanding allies, once uncon-
ditionally supportive, now face
growing domestic pressure from
citizens who are not consuming
official statements but TikTok’s
live streams and Instagram’s im-

The brother of Sund Abu Shaar cradles the two-month-old, who was killed in an Israeli attack on a home,
before the baby’s body was taken for funeral prayers in Deir al-Balah, Gaza, on March 17, 2024.

age feed.

Lawmakers in Europe and North
America are openly questioning
arms shipments, trade deals, and
diplomatic cover, not because of
the briefings they have on Israe-
li war crimes but because their
inboxes are flooded with screen-
shots of scattered body parts
and starving children.

The battlefield has expand-
ed into parliaments, campus-
es, city councils, and editorial
rooms. This is the backlash of
a war Israel cannot win with
brute force. To regain control
of the narrative, Israeli officials
have pressured social media
platforms to curb content they
dislike. Yet even Israel’s most
sophisticated public diplomacy
efforts are struggling to keep
pace with the virality of raw
documentation.

Behind closed doors, the Israeli
military is no longer merely wor-
ried about public relations; It is
concerned about prosecution.
The Israeli army has admon-
ished soldiers for taking selfies

and filming themselves demol-
ishing Palestinian homes, warn-
ing that such material is now
being harvested as evidence by
international human rights or-
ganisations.

Footage and images from social
media have already been used
by activists to target Israeli ser-
vicemen abroad. In a number of
cases, Israeli citizens have had to
flee countries they were visiting
due to war crimes complaints
filed against them.

In the age of smartphones, the
occupation is no longer just visi-
ble — it’s indictable.

In the past, Israel fought wars
that it could explain. Now, it
fights a battle it can only react
to — often too belatedly and too
clumsily. The smartphone cap-
tures what the missile conceals.
Social media disseminates in-
formation that official briefings
attempt to suppress. The haunt-
ing images, digitally preserved,
ensure that we never forget any
devastating atrocity or act of
brutality.

Images of conflict do not just
convey information; They can
also redefine our perceptions
and influence our political po-
sitions. The powerful “Napalm
Girl” photo that captured the
aftermath of an attack by the
US-allied South Vietnamese
army on civilians during the
Vietnam War had a profound
impact on American society. [t
helped create a significant shift
in public opinion regarding the
war, accelerating the decision of
the US government to end it.
Today, in Gaza, the stream of
powerful images does not stop.
Despite Israel’s best efforts, the
global opinion is overwhelming-
ly against its genocidal war.
Smartphones have completely
changed the nature of conflict
by putting a camera in the hands
of every witness. In this new era,
Israel struggles to defeat the re-
lentless, unfiltered visual record
of its crimes that calls for justice.

The article first appeared on
Al Jazeera.

Fadi Zant, nine, receives treatment for malnutrition after being evacuated from the northern Gaza Strip to a field
hospital in Rafah, on March 24, 2024.
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A displaced Palestinian woman tries
to get Internet service on her phone
through the Egyptian networks to
communicate with her relatives,
near the border with Egypt, in
Rafah in the southern Gaza Strip on
February 1, 2024.
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Onceamaster of
narrative warfare,
Israelis now losing
tosmartphones,
socialmedia,and
thedigitalarchive.
Withvideos of Israeli
bombardment,
flattened Gaza
neighbourhoods,
and emaciated

childrenflooding
every platform,
many Israelisare
grapplingwitha
growing ethical
predicament.




