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INTRODUCTION

The moment when a feeling enters the body/ is political. This touch is political.

—Adrienne Rich1

Yes, and the body has memory. The physical carriage hauls more than its weight. The body is the threshold across which each objectionable call passes into consciousness—all the unintimidated, unblinking, and unflappable resilience does not erase the moments lived through.

—Claudia Rankine2

I — who steals in and out of your thresholds as if it were my own—Sipping from the Arab coffee, Kicking at the jug and shouting “dirty Arab!” Smashing each and every mirror so that I will not see in them The face of my grandfather, puzzling back at me, in Arabic.

—Sami Shalom Chetrit3

Documentary Cinema in Israel-Palestine: Performance, the Body, the Home characterizes the wave of documentaries by Palestinian and Mizrahi citizens of Israel that came out during the first decade of the 2000s and centered on Palestinian and Mizrahi lived experiences of oppression and pain across Israel-Palestine and beyond.4 Palestinians and Mizrahim have undergone different and unequal yet interrelated forms of oppression under Zionism in Israel. Fighting for their rights to dignity and representability in Israel separately, the communities have been reclaiming their identifications as Palestinians and Mizrahim, respectively. This recent wave of personal and political documentaries by and about Palestinians and Mizrahim from Israel emerged in a liminal moment of new opportunities for representation, and backlash of extreme violence, economic distress, and entrenching ethnonationalist segregation in Israel-Palestine. Responding to a sense of broken hope, anticipated disappointment, and enduring quests for ways of living on, Palestinian and Mizrahi filmmakers in Israel have paved unprecedented access to self-representation to explore historical and structural questions embedded in the founding of the state of Israel and the Palestinian Nakba, or “catastrophe” since 1948, at times pondering longer histories beginning with the Zionist colonization of Palestine in the 1880s. The documentaries foreground the ongoing repercussions of formative moments in the history of Israel-Palestine on the current lived experiences of the filmmakers, their families, and communities, under Israeli rule from within and from below, and on their cultural and political identifications across the increasingly segregated yet inseparable Israel-Palestine and Arab/Jew common binaries. Documentary Cinema from Israel-Palestine challenges the common tendency to study the Arab-Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli cinemas and realities separately.5 Curating the films together not despite but precisely because of the segregation of our communities, this book underlines the threads of continuity running across experiences of state violence taking place across the armistice Green Line that demarcated Israel after the 1948 war. Examining cross-national Palestinian and Mizrahi documentaries comparatively provides a fuller picture of nation-state building and violence from the intersecting viewpoints of its marginalized citizens.6

The documentaries analyzed below bring forth first-person testimonies of Palestinians’ and Mizrahim’s experiences of pain in their own words, voices, and bodies, crafted as documentary performances.7 Distinctively tracking how structural oppression and segregating racialization have been differentially impacting Palestinians and Mizrahim across Israel-Palestine and beyond, the documentaries share a political commitment, key cinematic and performative affinities, and the common thematization of the body and the home. Collectively, the documentaries defy the historical removal of the pain of Israel’s marginalized citizens from the public realm of visibility. Thus, while pain sets them and their documentaries apart, observing documentary performances of the pain of Palestinians and Mizrahim together invites us to contest the segregation of pain and consider reconnection and relatability to others with different experiences of pain by intimating with the very relationality of pain.

This book draws on the interdisciplinary study of visual culture that, by no coincidence, solidified around the same time that this wave of documentaries—documentaries that innovate relationships between local political realities and globally newly available technologies and media—came out.8 I join scholars who employ the lens of performance, and intimate the terms “performance” and “performativity,” to challenge common boundaries between reality and representation, action and acting, phenomenon and spectacle.9 Analyzing documentary performances illuminates how Palestinians and Mizrahim testify, demonstrate, reenact, and situate their lived experiences of pain in front of the camera, and how the documentary media transmit and shape their testimonies as cinematic and performative, personalized and politicized, relational sites. Gauging the injustices inflicted on and archived by the testifying performers, the films thus carve out the documentary performance as a complex relational site of politicized self-representation. Unpacking messy entanglements and negotiations of Palestinians and Mizrahim with Zionism and Israel, the documentaries politicize pain, portraying it as relational and multidimensional: singular and collective, constructed and real, returning from the past, formative of the present, and generative of future resilience living on within the body of the harmed resistant person in front of us. The documentary performances of Palestinians and Mizrahim convey what Zionism and Israel look like on their skins, scalps, and faces, and sound like in their voices, speeches, and silences, portraying the structures of feeling of their pain. Documentary Cinema from Israel-Palestine wishes to inspire conversation about vulnerability, accountability, intersectionality, solidarity, and democracy, by encouraging readers and spectators to see, hear, feel, connect, and relate to their struggles of living on in Israel-Palestine.

“They ordered him to raise his hands and shot him on the spot,” a witness of a public execution explains while raising her own hands in Mohammad Bakri’s Jenin Jenin (2002). “My greatest wish is to go back home,” a young girl in Jenin Jenin says and smiles for the first time; right after we have seen her walking through the rubbles that used to be her house in the Jenin refugee camp, she summarizes her vision of a return to Palestine in this way. “Wherever we held our heads high, they broke our bones,” former leader of the Mizrahi Black Panthers and Moroccan immigrant Reuven Abergil says in reference to the Israeli police’s violence during their protests in the 1970s, as he is sitting upright with his eyes looking right at the camera, in David Benchetrit’s Kaddim Wind (2002). “I have very good memories from Morocco, really good … a nice home, good life,” says leader of the Mizrahi ultraorthodox party Shas, Aryeh Deri, in Kaddim Wind, about the home he had to leave as a child. Such are the testimonies about pain, the body, and the home that you will read about. The chapters comprise close analyses of Palestinians’ and Mizrahim’s documentary performances of their formative lived experiences: they narrate and demonstrate their and their beloveds’ interactions with, internalizations of, and survival and recovery from the threats of bullets, military and police figures, property owners, employers, doctors, and others—Israeli spokespersons and decision makers who reiterate structural oppression by exercising physical and verbal violence toward them. Focusing on either Palestinians or Mizrahim, the documentaries similarly explore the themes of the body and the home, correlating them to state violence in Israel-Palestine. Thus, Documentary Cinema from Israel-Palestine is structured in two parts, “The Body” and “Home,” with each part consisting of one chapter focusing on Palestinian documentaries and one on Mizrahi documentaries.


[image: ]

Figure 1 Jenin Jenin, “My greatest wish is to go back home,” girl from the Jenin refugee camp.


Part I, “The Body,” analyzes documentaries that address specific experiences of a physical pain due to racialization and racial profiling that translated into military and police brutality afflicted directly on the bodies of Palestinians and Mizrahim, respectively. These documentaries center on individuals reenacting violence inflicted on them, their family, or community, in the past, and the prolonged repercussions resolutely lingering in their bodies up to the present. The documentary performances politicize the experience of physical pain as emanating from state violence. Criminalizing Palestinians as “a security problem” and Mizrahim as “a social problem,” the state executes violence against them and lays the blame for the violence on them, thus denying their experience of violence. Nevertheless, Palestinians and Mizrahim listen to their bodies as they retain the pain, embodying, remembering, reclaiming, and telling the stories of their becoming, thus surviving pain in and through the body. Part I includes two chapters. Chapter 1, “Jenin: Living with Martyrdom in Mohammad Bakri’s Jenin Jenin and Since You Left, and Juliano Mer-Hamis’s Arna’s Children,” situates the reader in a Jenin shelled by the Israeli Defense Forces’ (IDF’s) military operation Defensive Shield in 2002, causing many to experience and witness public executions and home demolitions. These films are also created against the backdrop of the attacks on Palestinian citizens of Israel in October 2000 and after, especially those who publicly exhibited support for their relatives and communities under attack in the West Bank. The films explore the performances of the residents of Jenin who testify and physically perform their embodied state of lived martyrdom. This is a state of living with the pain of constant loss of loved ones and the imminent threat of potential loss of one’s own life. The documentaries illuminate the impact of both Israel’s military action on Palestinians and the prior discursive labeling of Palestinians as always already terrorists. Fathoming the repercussions of these interrelated practices, the documentaries also emphasize the resistance of the Jenin residents in and by performing their pain in the documentaries. This opening chapter provides general background about the first decade of the 2000s, and explicates approaches to documenting “reality,” and terms such as witnessing, testimony, and reenactment are further discussed in the following chapters. Chapter 2, “Heads Held High: Mizrahim’s Coming of Age and Activism in David Belhassen’s and Asher Hamies’s The Ringworm Children, David Benchetrit’s Kaddim Wind: A Moroccan Chronicle, and Nissim Mosek’s Have You Heard of the Black Panthers?,” analyzes documentaries about Mizrahim who grew up under the direct influence of state-mandated pathologization, medical operations, criminalization, and police brutality. The chapter centers on Mizrahim’s documentary performances about their childhood and youth as they reminisce the time of their and their families’ immigration to Israel in the 1950s, and speak about and against the effects of pathologization and criminalization on their bodies. Created against the backdrop of Mizrahi leaders’ growing dissociation from their previous support of Palestinians after 2000, and the backlash against their previous achievements in grassroots campaigns, these films return to the emergence of the Black Panthers movement in Jerusalem in the 1970s and other key moments in Mizrahi organizing to reflect on a history of Mizrahi activism under and against the criminalization and police brutality targeting them.

Part II, “Home,” analyzes documentaries tackling displacement from home and the silencing of terms, languages, and discourses that signified those homes as such for Palestinians and Mizrahim. These documentaries center on individuals who demonstrate how the loss of their or their families’ homes was accompanied by a systematic, state-mandated silencing of the terms, languages, and discourses that signified their identifications with and attachments to those homes. The documentary performances politicize the experiences of silencing, shedding light on how it is understood as such and overcome in and by speech acts that reconnect Palestinians and Mizrahim to those linguistic and discursive manners of reconnecting with homes that were supposedly lost forever. Part II includes two chapters. Chapter 3, “Speaking Out about the Places of Palestine in Israel in Rachel Leah Jones’s 500 Dunam on the Moon, Michel Khleifi’s and Eyal Sivan’s Route 181 , and Ibtisaam Mara’ana’s Paradise Lost,” gathers films that examine the experiences of displacement, dispossession, disorientation, and exile of Palestinians who have stayed in Israel post-1948. The chapter highlights the documentary performances of Palestinians who have been living through the remaking, remapping, and renaming of places in Palestine into Israel, thus hindered their political identifications with Palestine. The chapter focuses on scenes that portray Palestinian residents of such places who perform the ways in which ruination and fragmentation of Palestine has affected them, how they embody, show, and resist the alienation imposed on them in order to hold on to their identification with and belonging to the places they inhabit and call Palestine.

Chapter 4, “A Mother Tongue, a Daughter’s Voice: Mizrahi Women’s Homecoming to the Arabic Language in Effi Banai’s Longing and Israela Shaer-Meoded’s Queen Khantarisha,” tells Mizrahi women’s experiences of economic and cultural oppression, focusing on documentary performances of Mizrahi women who practice poetry and singing, reclaiming of the voices, languages, and practices related to the Arabic cultures that they came from and that came under systematic silencing in Israel. The chapter contextualizes the heightened economic distress and gentrification inflicted on Mizrahim after 2000 by reviewing the history of tracking Mizrahim to manual labor and precarious public housing, and the concomitant silencing of Mizrahi cultural practices—particularly women’s. The chapter demonstrates how Mizrahi women perform their poetry and songwriting as ways to rewrite and undo the history of silencing inscribed on them, and reconnect with their Arabic mother tongue. If Part I shows that the political meanings of physical pain as caused by state violence are not lost on those who underwent it, Part II extends this point, to argue further, that the linguistic and discursive political meanings associated with their former homes—homes they dwelled in prior to the violence, displacement, and silencing—are not lost either. Thus, Part II situates the physical pain endured by Palestinian and Mizrahi racialized bodies discussed in Part I within the larger context of their dislocation from their homes.

Turn of the Century (1): Extreme Violence, Emerging Representations

There are several commonly memorable landmarks in the eruption of extreme violence in Israel-Palestine in 2000: the failure of the Camp David Summit between Palestinian Authority chairman Yasser Arafat, Israel’s prime minister Ehud Barak, and US president Bill Clinton in July, marking the decline in the feasibility of the Oslo Accords to lead to a two-state solution in Israel-Palestine; Israeli parliament member Ariel Sharon’s inciting visit to Al Aqsa/Temple Mount in Jerusalem in September and the Palestinian general strikes that followed; the nonviolent protests of Palestinian citizens of Israel who condemned the attacks of the IDF on Palestinian civilians in the Israeli-occupied West Bank and Gaza; and the police gunfire that killed thirteen of them in October. Living in Israel at that time, I remember how state- and military-funded panic-inducing updates on mainstream media heavily dominated the public sphere. The alarming announcements surely kept track of the violent events in the next roughly five years—events commonly known as the second intifada/Al Aqsa intifada: the frequent IDF operations in the West Bank and Gaza, and the bombings launched by Palestinians from the West Bank and Gaza. In the coming years, the Israeli (mostly male) “experts on Arab matters” painted this state of emergency as yet another round of extreme violence between two fixed entities: innocent Jewish Israeli civilians and heroic soldiers on one side, and senseless Palestinian “terrorists” and their supporters “from within” the Palestinian citizens of Israel on the other.10 Similar to the post-9/11 US-launched “War on Terror,” panic inducement served as a top operating strategy, spreading what Patricia Zimmerman called “the political economy of blindness.”11 Yet more than in previous violent crises, this time there were more viewing options other than the
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