
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How Palestinian-Identifying Users Balance Identity Disclosure and the Threat of Censorship on 

Instagram 

 

Miranda Kharsa, MSI candidate 

Thesis advisor: Matthew Bui, PhD  

University of Michigan School of Information 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

PALESTINIAN-IDENTIFYING USERS ON INSTAGRAM                Kharsa 1 

 

 

Introduction 

Social media platforms, specifically Instagram, have become a source of news and 

important information sharing (Ren et al., 2024). However, these platforms have algorithms that 

are personally curated and not well understood by users (Swart, 2021) and that potentially censor 

important content from users of marginalized identities and contribute to discriminatory practices 

(Köchling, 2020). Palestinian-identifying users of Instagram seem to face this daily, and little is 

documented to understand the patterns of censorship on Instagram, how it impacts their use of 

the platform, and the personal and systemic consequences of this censorship. For example, in 

2017, Facebook, currently known as Meta, approved 85% of the Israeli government's requests to 

remove Palestinian-related content from the platform (Taha, 2020; Palestinian Center for 

Development and Media Freedom). Furthermore, Facebook has been “censoring Palestinian 

content based on Israeli regulations since 2015,” and social media companies are contributing to 

human rights violations by complying with this censorship (Taha, 2020).  

Meta has a long history of suppressing Palestinian content, as reported by 7amleh, the 

Arab Center for Social Media Advancement. Between 2021 and 2022, 7amleh (n.d.) found 

nearly 1,500 digital rights violations across Meta platforms and has reported that the state of 

Israel ``sends tens of thousands of takedown requests to social media companies a year, and the 

companies comply 90% of the time.” As of 2021, 87% of those requests were directed at Meta. 

More recent instances of Meta’s censorship have been documented during the genocide. 

According to a 2023 report by the Human Rights Watch, Meta has suspended prominent 

Palestinian accounts, shadow banned Palestinian content -- meaning a user’s content is not 

visible as usual, removed Palestinian phrases under spam Community Guidances, restricted the 
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ability to engage with content, and more. Additionally, according to the Action Network, in 

February 2024, Meta began to consider a policy which would conflate anti-Zionism (a political 

stance against the Zionist movement, which is actively working to build a Jewish only state in 

historic Palestine (Said, 1979)) with antisemitism across its platforms. The social media 

organization has a history of protecting Zionists and Zionism by removing content which 

opposes or criticizes the ideology. On the other hand, Facebook has deleted posts that contain 

words associated with Palestinian political groups without considering their context (Nasif, 

2017).  

In October 2023, the Israel-imposed genocide in Gaza escalated and social media 

platforms served as a way for people across the world to view its realities through the lens of 

Gazans experiencing it firsthand (Fatafta, 2024). Gazan journalists took to social media to show 

the world the horrors the Israeli Occupation Forces were inflicting throughout the Gaza strip -- a 

25-mile stretch of coastal land and the most densely populated place in the world with 2.23 

million residents (American Near East Refugee Aid, n.d.). Social media played a key role in 

capturing the attention of the world and exposing the realities of the genocide, making 

censorship of Palestinian content even more dangerous and important to understand. This 

qualitative study seeks to contextualize how Palestinian-identifying users engage with Instagram 

on a day-to-day basis and with content related to Palestine specifically, especially during the 

ongoing and decades long Palestinian genocide. 

Given this context, this paper details findings from a qualitative study based on 20 

interviews with Palestinian-identifying users of Instagram. The study was interested in 

investigating the intersection of Palestinian-identity and censorship on social media, however the 
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focus shifted slightly in October of 2023 given the escalation of the genocide in Gaza. Interviews 

began to focus more urgently on sharing information about the genocide in an attempt to inspire 

action from followers, as well as a processing of Palestinian identity in online spaces. The study 

found that: 1) participants strongly identify with Palestinianness and express their identity on 

Instagram through frequent posting and sharing of Palestinian content, despite high-stakes 

consequences, 2) participants tend to use Instagram to share news about Palestine to raise 

awareness amongst those following them. When posting content, they expressed a need to find 

credible and reliable sources. Moreover, 3) participants are aware of and have experienced 

instances of perceived censorship on Instagram, and 4) participants use a variety of tactics to 

work around perceived censorship. These findings illuminate the online behaviors and 

calculations of self-disclosure one marginalized group navigated during a time when their 

community and identity were under heightened attack.  

In the subsequent sections of this report, we outline the existing literature in this space, 

our research questions and methodology, and finally, we detail our findings. 

Positionality Statement 

 I draw on my experiences as a Palestinian-American living in the United States, as well 

as my professional background in social work and human-computer interaction. My own lived 

and professional experiences have inspired this work and the desire to investigate the 

intersections of social media use, censorship, and Palestinian identity. I acknowledge that this 

study may be triggering to Palestinian identifying people everywhere, other Arabs, and our allies 

who have faced similar impacts of colonial violence. I encourage readers to take care of 

themselves. 
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Literature Review 

This literature review used a comprehensive approach to gather and analyze relevant 

literature. Multiple databases were used using keywords such as "Instagram," "Palestinian," 

"censorship," "social media," and "identity." The review includes studies published between 

2006 and 2024, focusing on bodies of work within human-computer interaction, social sciences, 

and digital studies disciplines. We organized existing literature under three categories: social 

media use and identity, social media censorship, and social media use and activism.  

 

Social Media Use and Identity 

Human computer interaction has shifted focus towards designing environments where 

people can easily express themselves (Bannon, 2011). Similarly, Van Dijck (2013) argued that 

social media is a tool for shaping identities. Researchers have found that social media allows for 

identity expression, exploration, and experimentation. It also provides ways for users to connect 

with others, allows for quick communication, and offers an opportunity and space for an 

expansive sense of self-expression (Gunduz, 2017). Current literature has also documented how 

social media has played an important role for community building and information gathering for 

people of marginalized identities (Pyle et al., 2023). Scholars found that social media can be an 

environment where marginalized communities and people facing stigma can offer and receive 

social support (Andalibi et al., 2018), and a space where people with similar identities can build 

a sense of community through its various features, such as comments (Andalibi et al., 2017). In 

this study, we are interested in exploring how a particular marginalized identity informs how 
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users engage with Instagram. We found it important to understand prior literature on self-

disclosure and presentation online. 

Prior literature has shown how social media has become an environment for users to 

express their self-presentation, and that experience is shaped by anonymity, persistence, and 

visibility (Hollenbaugh, 2022). One study examined self-presentation on dating apps and found 

the importance of small cues, such as the way a user spelled words as an indication of their 

education level, and the balance of users accurately representing themselves online while also 

trying to be desirable or presenting an ideal self. This study shows how representing an accurate 

sense of self online is a nuanced, complex, and evolving process, particularly for dating 

applications. It noted this is partially due to constraints imposed by application designs 

themselves, including default settings for age range and options that limit users access to profiles 

with images only (Ellison et al., 2006). One literature review of self-disclosure and self-

presentation online highlighted how self-disclosure and self-presentation are not mutually 

exclusive, and some features in online communities discourage self-disclosure, such as multiple 

audiences, audience feedback, and asynchronicity (Schlosser, 2020).  

Another study that examined trans identity disclosure and emotional wellbeing on 

Facebook and Tumblr found it difficult for users experiencing a life transition (such as a change 

to one's gender identity) to present all aspects of their identity on existing or singular social 

media profiles. Rather, the study found that users experiencing a stigmatized life transition 

disclosed pieces of their identities across multiple social media platforms that held different 

social networks and argued this may be due to the fact that social media sites do not consider 

context in a way that meets user’s complex needs (Haimson, 2018). Similarly, Van Dijck (2013) 



 

PALESTINIAN-IDENTIFYING USERS ON INSTAGRAM                Kharsa 6 

 

 

described how different social media platforms offer different opportunities for self-expression. 

The study found that Facebook tended to be a platform for personal self-presentation while 

LinkedIn tended to be a platform for professional self-promotion (Van Dijk, 2013). 

The current literature suggests that social media platforms play an important role in 

Palestinian identity expression and exploration, as well as forming communities of support.  

 

Social Media Censorship 

Literature shows that current content moderation practices are not transparent to users 

and include practices such as banning users and removing content with no trace of it or 

justification for its removal (Scott et al., 2023). Recent literature suggests a trauma informed 

approach to content moderation, including practices of transparency that outline why content has 

been removed or kept up. Furthermore, studies suggest that companies and moderators work 

with local communities to understand their culture, norms, and language to ultimately understand 

the context of posts prior to removing them or making other moderation decisions (Scott et al., 

2023). One study examining the social media behaviors of gang-involved youth in Chicago and 

how it may impact real-life violence also emphasized the importance of those moderating 

content to understand the context and community prior to making moderation decisions, to avoid 

unintended and potentially severe consequences (Patton et al., 2019). This work also revealed the 

important nuances of content, down to the meaning of emojis within a specific context, further 

suggesting the need for a deeper understanding of context for posts created by and for particular 

communities before making moderation decisions.  
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Content warnings are another form of moderation; recent studies of this practice have 

shown that it may be ineffective for reducing the spread of fake news and reducing users' 

engagement with the content, which was its original intent (Ross et al., 2018; Bridland et al., 

2022). One systematic review of content warnings and trigger warnings across forms of media, 

including social media, found that content warnings are intended to warn people of potentially 

sensitive or distressing content. The work argued that content warnings promote psychological 

well-being and create inclusive spaces for all audiences (Charles et al., 2022). However, other 

work has found that this practice may be marginalizing for some users. For example, those who 

have experienced severe trauma may be more drawn to sensitive content, and thus remain in a 

perpetual state of being triggered online (Scott et al., 2023). Another study outlined how targeted 

misinformation campaigns intended to share misleading or false information on social media 

platforms to shape political narratives (Marwick & Lewis, 2017). A recent report shows how 

such disinformation campaigns sow discord between marginalized communities, for instance 

pitting AAPI communities against other colors of community (Asian American Disinformation 

Table, 2022). Other work has noted how disinformation has been used as a strategy to reinforce 

white supremacy and power at the expense of marginalized communities (Kuo & Marwick, 

2021). 

Censorship of content through moderation has been a recent conversation in relation to 

violations of First Amendment rights and the responsibilities social media platforms have to 

protect those rights. Scholars have noted how content moderation and moderators' capabilities to 

censor content are increasingly becoming a crisis for the future of free speech (Langvardt, 2018). 

This directly relates to Palestinian users on Instagram. (Abushbak et al., 2023) described how 
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social media platforms’ censorship practices that lean towards removing violent content 

disproportionately impacts Palestinians experiencing and sharing Israeli violence against them 

online -- which is one necessary tactic for holding the state accountable for such violence.  

 

Social Media Use and Activism 

Social media provides an opportunity for its users to reach wide audiences and share 

events and news that does not appear on mainstream media. Additionally, it has become a vital 

tool for social mobilization and protest globally - moving beyond simply disseminating 

information (Poell, 2014; Nabulsi, 2014). Using social media platforms in this way provides 

opportunities for increasing public awareness and challenging dominant narratives controlled by 

the West and Israel (Najjar, 2010). Social media has played an important role in shedding light to 

previous Israeli aggression on Gaza and other Palestinian communities. It has also provided a 

space for Palestinians within Occupied Palestine to mobilize and connect, often through 

heightened social media use during an escalation of violence inflicted on their communities. One 

study looked at a heightened interaction with content through hashtags during local escalations in 

Occupied Palestine (Huda et al., 2021). Scholars have noted how social media networks like 

Facebook are incentivized towards profit which directly leads to the silencing of Palestinian 

content; “when economic power determines the parameters of freedom of expression and hate 

speech, content moderation can quickly become an additional tool to reinforce existing patterns 

of discrimination.” (Almehdar, 2021).  

Social media has long been an avenue for political engagement and social activism. One 

study conducted by the Pew Research Center found this especially true for Black Americans 
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during 2020 following the murder of George Floyd. Their survey found that Black Americans 

are most likely to use social media for political causes and most likely to believe in its 

effectiveness. Their findings showed that social media users find social media personally 

important to them for finding community and for getting involved in the movement, and for self-

expression (Pew Research Center, 2020). This suggests that social media is an important tool for 

political organizing among marginalized groups. However, another study that examined social 

media use during the Tunisian revolution found that Twitter only plays a marginal role in real-

life organizing and mobilization; though, it did find that the tool was important for transnational 

communication about the mobilization (Poell et al., 2012). 

Work by Rogers (2012) shows that human-computer interaction studies have shifted 

focus from users to the context in which technology is used. Given the genocide and ongoing 

occupation of Palestine, this literature review suggests the need to further understand how 

Palestinian-identifying users engage with Instagram and navigate the censorship they are 

experiencing during this particular moment in time. Given prior literature's emphasis on the 

importance of social media as a space for self-expression for marginalized communities in 

particular and how Palestinian users may be disproportionately impacted by moderation 

practices, this study focuses on Palestinian users navigate their identity and cause on Instagram. 

 

Research Questions 

Building upon the existing literature, this study explored questions to understand how 

Palestinian-identifying users experience Instagram, and censorship in particular. Our research 

questions are as follows: 
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RQ1a: How do Instagram users of Palestinian identity navigate the tension between 
raising awareness on their platform and their awareness of censorship? 

RQ1b: What behaviors do they participate in to navigate censorship? What trade-offs do 
they consider? 

RQ2a: How are Palestinian-identifying users navigating self-disclosure online and the 
threat of censorship? 

RQ2b: Is there a difference between the type of Palestinian content that gets censored? 
(i.e., does it seem to be the use of the word “Palestine,” when Israeli state violence is 
being exposed, or when content is coming from specific users?)  

RQ3: What are the consequences of censoring content, from the perspective of 
Palestinian community members? 

 

These questions are an important framework for our study to help illuminate the nuances of 

participant self-disclosure, experiences of censorship, and behaviors on Instagram given what we 

know from prior literature about the complicated landscape of Instagram for this particular 

community. 

 

Methods 

We conducted 20 in-depth interviews with Palestinian-identifying Instagram users to 

understand their behaviors and attitudes around engaging with Palestinian related topics and 

content on the social media platform. We chose to conduct in-depth interviews in order to 

capture the nuances of participants’ online experiences, to shed light on how our sample 

cognitively experienced Instagram in relation to Palestinian content and censorship, and to not 

limit our learnings through quantitative methods. Given instances of censorship can be 

quantified, we wanted to provide a holistic, nuanced understanding of what that means for users 

in online spaces and how that might impact how they engage in online spaces. A component of 
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our interview was a “cognitive interview” (Memon & Higham, 1999) where we were better able 

to understand how participants make decisions about whether or not to post Palestinian content 

that is going viral on Instagram or on their feeds, their attitudes and beliefs about it, and a 

description of the Palestinian content they are exposed to on their Instagram feeds. Other 

questions focused on participant’s general behaviors on Instagram, their behaviors, and decisions 

around sharing Palestinian content specifically, their experiences of censorship, and their 

perspectives about the greater consequences of censorship as it relates to the Palestinian cause. 

This study was submitted to the Institutional Review Board at the University of Michigan for 

review and deemed exempt. 

We piloted the protocol during the month of August with five initial participants to 

ensure questions resonated with participants, the interview could be conducted within 60-

minutes, and to adjust any components of the protocol that were confusing to participants or did 

not answer our research questions. Following the pilot, we learned that the protocol worked well, 

and no revisions were needed. We continued to conduct interviews following the pilot, and all 

interviews were conducted virtually between August and December of 2023 and lasted up to 60-

minutes. Participants were compensated with $35 upon interview completion.  

Participants were recruited on an ongoing basis from August to December of 2023 

through social media and email outreach by the research team. The main researcher is a 

Palestinian-American and connected to various Palestinian organizations and people on social 

media; she recruited through various channels, including personal and professional networks, to 

reach the desired sample size.  
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The recruitment post included a link to a short questionnaire, from which participants 

were screened on various criteria to determine eligibility for the study. To be eligible for 

participation in the study, participants needed to be: 1) at least 18 years or older, 2) an active 

Instagram user, 3) identify as Palestinian, and 4: be fluent or conversational in English. 

Participants were then prompted to schedule their interview during their desired date and time.  

 

Data Analysis 

 All interviews were recorded and transcribed. To ensure systematic analysis, we 

developed a codebook prior to conducting any data collection. Initially, pre-existing codes were 

generated based on our interview protocol and were refined through iterative reviews by the 

research team. We used a generative approach, meaning we continuously refined these codes 

during data collection, to account for emerging themes. All transcriptions were analyzed using 

the refined codebook. 

 

Summary of Participants 

All participants in this study identified as Palestinian to varying degrees. Many noted 

language, food, and culture as ways they connect to their Palestinian identity. Of the 20 

participants that participated in the study, 10 self-identified as female, 9 self-identified as male, 1 

self-identified as nonbinary. Participants ranged from 19 to 42 years old and had between 134 to 

1,700 followers on Instagram (see Table 1. for more details). Seven of the participants (35% of 

the sample) were students at the time of the study. Only 3 considered themselves influencers -- 

although, not in the contemporary understanding of a social media influencer but rather because 
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their followers reply to their stories, ask questions, and repost the content they are sharing. One 

of the 3 participants shared that they believe they are an influencer because they are their 

followers' only representation for a Palestinian -- the only Palestinian person they know or might 

be following. All remaining 17 participants did not identify as an influencer for reasons such as 

not having enough followers, not taking Instagram that seriously, or because they have no desire 

to be one.  

Table 1. Participant Demographics 
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Participant ID Gender identity Age (in years) Number of 
Followers on 

Instagram 

1 Male 28 413 

2 Male 34 423 

3 Male 31 600 

4 Female 39 327 

5 Female 29 514 

6 Female 42 275 

7 Nonbinary 31 391 

8 Female 24 321 

9 Male 25 581 

10 Female 31 308 

11 Female 20 1,700 

12 Female 25 585 

13 Male 28 987 

14 Male 33 301 

15 Female 27 1,047 

16 Female 34 300 

17 Male 19 999 

18 Male 33 134 

19 Female 31 830 

20 Male 26 746 
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Participants shared a range of other identities that are important to them and thus may 

inform their online experiences and perspectives. Based on their responses, they called attention 

to national identity (e.g., being born and raised in Israel and currently living in the United States, 

being born and raised in the United States or Canada); regional identity (i.e., being from the 

Global South); relational identity (i.e., being  a mother); religious identity (i.e., being of 

Orthodox Christian or Catholic faith); and sexual identity (i.e., being bisexual).   

 

Findings 

Based on our 20 interviews with Palestinian-identifying Instagram users, we found four 

main themes organized into the following categories: 1) Palestinian identity and online self-

presentation, 2) Palestinian identity and online sharing of Palestinian-related content, 3) 

awareness of experiences of censorship, and 4) tactics employed to navigate instances of 

censorship. In this section, we described these themes and our findings in more detail.  

 
Palestinian Identity and Online Self-Presentation  

Generally, participants strongly identify with Palestinianness and express their identity on 

Instagram through frequent posting and sharing of Palestinian content, despite high-stakes 

consequences. 

General Social Media Attitudes and Behaviors  

We learned that most Palestinian-identifying users generally tended to use Instagram to 

share pictures of their daily lives, or something more monumental, such as vacation, with their 

friends and family. Most participants described that they rarely post pictures to their profile’s 

grid, more often posing in Instagram’s story function. In addition to connecting and sharing 
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content with loved ones, many shared that they tend to use Instagram as a means for obtaining 

and sharing news. By engaging with news on the platform, participants shared that they use 

Instagram to reshare that news, especially to raise awareness of injustices happening throughout 

the world. When asked what content they tend to reshare, one participant described: “mostly 

injustices of different kinds, like anti-imperial colonial stuff, and: like, I mean, you know, 

drawing attention to stuff that isn't getting enough coverage.” This participant alludes to the 

comradery with other oppressed groups that many participants expressed, and how that 

contributes to their online behaviors.  

While participants were prompted to share how they engage with Instagram outside of 

Palestinian content, most shared that they often use the social media platform to raise awareness 

about the injustices Palestinians have faced over the years and news of present-day events, 

especially participants that were interviewed during or after October 2023. This may be because 

Palestinians have been silenced for decades and Instagram may be a place where they can 

express themselves and this part of their identity. Additionally, Israeli aggression against 

Palestinians heightens often - so it may also be that Palestinian users are posting Palestinian 

content often because there is plenty of news to share. The next section more deeply examines 

how Palestinian identity related to the sharing of content related to Palestinian politics and news. 

Awareness of Identity on Instagram 

As noted in the introduction, all participants expressed a strong affiliation with their 

Palestinianess, even those with a mixed identity. One participant shared, “So I am half 

Palestinian. My mom is Palestinian, and my dad is white. So, I guess I am a mixed person. But I 

strongly identify with my Palestinian identity.” All participants shared that they were mindful of 
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their sense of being Palestinian and how that impacted their experiences on Instagram. Most 

participants shared that their profiles are private, and they are careful about who they accept as 

friends. Even so, Palestinian-identifying users described the mental calculations they need to 

consider when deciding to share or not share Palestinian content on their Instagram. When 

sharing content, they are deeply aware of the consequences they may face, including the inability 

to visit Palestine due to complications at the Israeli-border when attempting to enter, being added 

to the black-list site Canary Mission which doxes Palestinian activists and falsely frames them as 

antisemitic, potential job loss, and not knowing the impact of what sharing today might have on 

their future. One participant shared: “I'm just really worried it'll be traced back to me, and I 

won't be allowed into the country [Occupied Palestine]. So, I want to share that information. 

But also like I don't want my Instagram being flagged, and also like I have to be mindful of if I'm 

friends with like coworkers, because I don't know how they feel about it and like where I work, 

can be super strict about a lot of things, and I don't know where they fall on this topic. So, I just 

have to always err on the side of caution.” This participant highlights the tension many other 

participants faced between wanting to share critical information about the realities of the Israeli 

occupation of Palestine and the fear of that content being traced back to them somehow or being 

perceived incorrectly by people that follow them, and then suffering extreme consequences as a 

result - such as not being allowed into their ancestral homeland.   

Another shared:  
 
“I hate to admit it, but I think a big part of it comes from being scared of the surveillance 
aspect, especially since, like I said, I grew up in Palestine, but it is technically Israel, 
where I grew up and I do have Israeli citizenship. So, I have to go through the airport to 
get there, and it just like it gives me so much stress. I'm like, every time I post something 
I'm like and I think I am a little more, I'm definitely more paranoid than I should be, but I 
am constantly thinking about how this could come back to affect me? Will this ever be 
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used against me? I think I'm just much more conscious about not only what I post, but 
who I follow and what I like and what I save. And even just like watching something. I 
just know that, you know, Instagram is very much able to track all of that data, and 
they're very much able to analyze this. And whether or not they willingly give that 
information up to other people or companies, I feel like a lot of people have access to that 
information. So I think, yeah, I do think a big part of it is just, I guess, fear of surveillance 
and just kind of not just the fear of surveillance, but just like the like, not knowing how it 
can come back to affect you, because that information just stays up forever. So, I don't 
know if, like, maybe in today's world, that doesn't matter. But maybe in 10 or 15 years 
down the line, I don't know how something might come back to me. I don't know how 
someone might use that data.” 

 
This participant highlights the consequences of how social media use and behaviors can impact 

future versions of themselves, and how intrinsically Palestinian content of any sort has been 

historically perceived in an extremely negative light. This participant also alludes to elements of 

mistrust in social media companies that may be connected to how these companies have made 

decisions about Palestinian content in the past. Participants illuminated the complications of 

disclosing their Palestinian identity in online spaces; they cannot simply exist online without 

having to consider how their decisions to disclose might severely impact them. 

  Most participants described a deep sense of awareness of how their Palestinianess may be 

perceived online. All of them shared the need to be cautious about sharing their Palestinian 

identity, especially when preparing for educational or professional opportunities. One participant 

described that when applying to law schools, they opted to remove the Palestinian flag from their 

Instagram profile’s biography as an attempt to not get rejected from schools because of it. Others 

that work in corporate jobs shared that they are particularly careful about what they post about 

Palestine because of what assumptions their colleagues might make and how that could be shared 

with their boss or supervisors, potentially impacting their employment. Two participants were 

teachers at the time of this study and shared they are especially concerned about how their 
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student’s parents might obtain and perceive them posting about Palestine. These participants did 

not mention the use of particular visibility settings, such as using the “close friends” function to 

share Palestinian content with a specific network. Despite these concerns and consequences (and 

related behaviors in publicly communicating their identity), all participants described finding 

ways to express their Palestinianness on Instagram and emphasized the importance of it. 

 
Palestinian Identity and Online Sharing of Palestinian-Related Content  

Participants tend to use Instagram to share news about Palestine to raise awareness 

amongst those following them. When posting content, they expressed a need to find credible and 

reliable sources. 

How Palestinian users share content about Palestine 

Prior to the escalation of the genocide that began in October 2023, most participants were 

posting relatively infrequently, ranging from once a year to once a week. However, pre-October 

2023, most participants reported posting more frequently when there was an escalation of Israeli 

aggression against Palestinians. After the genocide began, participants described how they began 

posting to their Instagram stories multiple times a day, and often described turning to Instagram 

to obtain the latest news as the first act to start their day each morning. Participants shared that 

Instagram became one of their main sources of news during the genocide because they could see 

first-hand accounts from Gazan journalists, which was not reaching mainstream news in the US. 

The subsequent findings address our second research question: How are Palestinian-identifying 

users navigating self-disclosure online and the threat of censorship? 

Many participants noted that when posting Palestinian content that they tend to make sure 

that the content that is credible, coming from or developed by sources they have vetted or that 
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has verification from Instagram itself. They also shared that they try to share content that has the 

full context, is factual, is non-religious in its arguments in order to not further perpetuate the 

false narrative that there is a religious conflict in the region, and content of first-hand accounts or 

testimonies. One participant described, “I make sure it’s sourced properly; I try to find the 

[original] source. There’s such scrutiny and I don't want to harm my credibility.” This 

participant highlights how curated and thoughtful Palestinian-identifying users need to be, even 

during -- or especially during -- a crisis such as genocide.  

Nearly all participants shared that they tended to repost content that is simple and to the 

point, typically infographics or an image with just a bit of text. Additionally, they described 

tending to repost short reels or videos but are careful to repost long videos to not lose the 

attention of the viewer. Some participants shared that they refuse to post vulnerable images of 

Palestinian suffering. One described: “I refuse to show the suffering of Palestinians, because if 

your support of Palestine is contingent on, you know, seeing a body count or a death count, 

then that’s it. I don't want your support at all. That’s how I feel personally. So, I will just share 

updates of what's going on, in Gaza and the West bank and add, like my own little 2 cents on it 

as well, too. And then how people can help, like, call your senator, call your elected officials.” 

Participants expressed opposing views on sharing vulnerable content - others described that 

sharing vulnerable or gruesome content was necessary to capture attention, and that we all had a 

responsibility to bear witness to it. This tension between participants’ views on sharing hyper 

visible content seemed to be activated in this particular moment of crisis; this theme only arose 

between participants interviewed in and after October 2023. 

Activism Through Social Media 
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All 20 participants shared that, especially given the role social media plays as a primary 

source for consuming information and news, raising awareness about the realities of Palestine is 

imperative to them. Participants shared many reasons for believing in the importance of using 

Instagram as a tool for their activism. Some described how many people don’t know or care 

enough to find this information on their own, others shared that it is intrinsically important given 

their Palestinian identities - they described feeling a sense of duty to share, as one participant 

described: “First of all, there's a personal aspect. I have the survivors' guilt, and I feel like I'm 

not doing enough for my people. So, the least thing that I could do is just raise awareness and 

educate people, whether it's on social media or in my daily life. [...]I feel like it's my duty to post 

about Palestine, because that's the least that I can do for my people.” Others described that 

social media has become an important tool for amplifying voices on the ground - especially since 

mainstream media rarely covers what’s happening. One participant shared, “I believe that the 

whole movement for Palestinian freedom wouldn't be where we are today if it weren't for 

Instagram. It is revolutionary; the fact that we are for the first time ever able to see on the 

ground.” Many participants noted the important role Instagram has played during the genocide, 

and how social media has long been a tool for sharing the Palestinian story with the world. It 

seemed as if Gazan journalists were predominately and most frequently posting Instagram stories 

and grid posts over other social media platforms.  

However, many participants also noted that when sharing content about Palestine, they 

open themselves up to criticism for being perceived as “antisemitic,” even though they all noted 

they were actively working to avoid sharing anything that amplifies antisemitic content. Some 

participants noted that they are especially intentional to describe how their posts are not 
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antisemitic to their followers and actively work to educate their followers about the conflation of 

Zionism and antisemitism. This phenomenon seems to be linked to the consequences described 

above - that sharing Palestinian content is perceived as antisemitic and problematic, ultimately 

resulting in fears around job and opportunity loss.   

 

Awareness of Experiences of Censorship 

Generally, most participants are aware of and have experienced instances of perceived 

censorship on Instagram. This awareness was especially prevalent post October 2023. 

Experiences and Awareness of Palestinian-Content Censorship 

A few participants who were interviewed before October 2023 described a meta 

understanding of censorship of Palestinian content on Instagram. They noted that they are aware 

it happens but were unsure of clear and persistent patterns or how it may manifest in practice. 

Some noticed a reduction in their story viewer counts in the past but didn’t seem to clearly draw 

on other salient memories of censorship. One outlier was an interviewee that managed the 

Instagram account of a Students for Justice in Palestine chapter in college. This participant was 

able to draw on clear patterns of censorship of many forms, that are outlined in the subsequent 

paragraphs and that other participants described experiencing during the genocide. Participants 

that were interviewed after October 2023 were much more aware of how they have experienced 

such censorship on a day-to-day basis or were making general observations of censorship across 

the platform through their networks and the people they turned to for information during this 

time. 
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Many participants described instances of perceived censorship of Palestinian content on 

Instagram. Several described how when they reshare an Instagram story from another account 

that is related to Palestine, it will receive significantly less views than their stories of non-

Palestinian content. One participant in particular shared that he has 413 followers on Instagram 

and typically sees his story viewer count in the 200 range when posting non-Palestinian content. 

He described that when he posts Palestinian content, that viewer count can drop to as low as 60. 

He shared, “there are times I don't even break like 70 [viewers], and I'm not, you know, it's not 

because I'm popular or anything. But if I'm getting 200 on one, why am I only getting 70 

now?” Another participant with 1,700 followers shared that her story views are typically in the 

500 range when posting non-Palestinian content but has noticed the viewer count drop to as low 

as 86 when posting about Palestine. Other participants shared that they and their friends have 

experienced “glitches” with content they are sharing, such as a video of an American politician 

speaking about the issue but only the sound would play. 

Others described noticed patterns around what is posted on Instagram - not necessarily 

what they are resharing or posting themselves - that has seemed to garner some level of 

censorship. Some participants shared that they notice a “content warning” label, where users 

need to opt in to seeing the content, when the content is showing Israeli military aggression 

against Palestinians. One shared, “if it's just like a group of Palestinians I don't get a warning on 

it, it's as if Instagram wants you to see them being the villain. But when it's Israel doing 

something bad, they're like, oh, no, don't look at this, it's bad. You don't want to see it.” 

Despite these reported instances of perceived censorship, all participants shared it does not deter 

them from sharing Palestinian content on Instagram. These findings present evidence for our first 
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research question: How do Instagram users of Palestinian identity navigate the tension between 

raising awareness on their platform and their awareness of censorship? It seems as though 

raising awareness was more important than the potential consequence of posting and being 

shadowbanned.  

 

Tactics Employed to Navigate Instances of Censorship  

Participants use a variety of tactics to work around perceived censorship. 

Ways Users Navigate Censorship 

 We learned that participants employed a few tactics themselves or have seen other 

Instagram users use tactics to get around the censorship of Palestinian content on Instagram. 

These findings address our research questions: 1b: What behaviors do they participate in to 

navigate censorship? What trade-offs do they consider? and 2a: Is there a difference between the 

type of Palestinian content that gets censored? Tactics included misspelling words like Palestine, 

Israel, and Israeli Occupation Forces by adding the asterisk or other characters, “sandwiching” 

Palestinian content in between non-Palestinian content, adding text to their posts when resharing 

content, and sharing images from their phone’s camera roll instead of reposting content already 

on Instagram. One participant described, “if you share a post containing something to do with 

Palestine, it doesn't get enough views. So, I'll share an Instagram post that I found, and then 

I'll put in my own photo that I've taken where it's not an Instagram post from a different 

profile ‘cause that’s what I noticed that turns off this - messes with the algorithm. So, they just 

think it's a normal photo. They don't know that it has to do with Palestine. And then my story 

gets more views that way. That's what we did when we ran [the] University’s SJP [Students for 
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Justice in Palestine] Instagram.” This participant was involved in a Students for Justice in 

Palestine (SJP) chapter at their college several years ago, and describes in this quote the history 

of censorship - this is not a new phenomenon. 

Another participant shared that adding polls, songs, and stickers to their posts tend to 

“break the algorithm.” They described, “the thing that will break [the algorithm is] posting 

random pictures, putting like stickers, or like posting a poll, or like adding a song, I tend to do 

that --   adding stickers and posting a poll.” Despite needing to find ways to avoid 

shadowbanning and to get their content viewed by their followers, all participants shared that 

their awareness of this censorship did not change the frequency or the content of their posts. In 

other words, they did not compromise the stories they were hoping to tell, rather just employed 

these tactics to ensure those stories could be shared. Additionally, beyond noticing a slight spike 

in the censorship of gruesome content, participants reported having to use these tactics for all 

Palestinian content they posted or reshared – there did not seem to be a difference in the type of 

content that was censored. In summary, participants noted the following tactics to work around 

experiences censorship: 

● “Sandwiching” Palestinian content in between non-Palestinian content 
● Misspelling words, such as Palestine, Israel, and Israeli Occupation Forces 
● Adding text, polls, stickers, songs, and other elements to story posts 
● Posting images directly from their own camera roll 

 
Despite these additional behavioral burdens Palestinian users need to employ to ensure their 

content is shared and available to their followers, participants described how these experiences 

embolden them to keep sharing – or even share more. One participant described how even if the 

content reaches a small audience, it is still impactful: “I just keep posting, it doesn't prevent me. 

It's fine. If 200 don't see it, the 50 are going to see it. So that's still good.” This sentiment was 
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shared across a few other participants. They noted that because their accounts are private and 

mostly friends and family, they still found it impactful to share despite the content reaching a 

smaller audience. 

Perceptions of the Consequences of Censoring Palestinian Content 

All participants noted several personal and systemic consequences to censoring 

Palestinian content on social media. Personal consequences included having the burden of 

educating followers about their existence and experiences and news in Palestine, feelings of 

being silenced, experiences of anti-Arab and anti-Palestinian discrimination, complications to 

their sense of self, and feeling ostracized.  

The most common systemic consequence participants noted was the illegal occupation of 

Palestine continuing and therefore leading to an erasure of Palestinian society, culture, and its 

people. One participant shared how censorship on social media has allowed Israel to control the 

narrative around their occupation of Palestine, “I think Israel and Zionism work best when 

people are in the dark about what's going on with Palestinians. [...]And also not seeing 

Palestinians as humans. I think when you control a narrative, it's much easier to literally control 

the narrative.” This sentiment alludes to the importance of providing online spaces where 

Palestinian stories can be shared and humanized, to provide a holistic picture of the realities in 

the country. Additionally, it shows the danger of allowing one dominant voice and skewed 

perspective to take up all of the space of what users are fed online. The personal and systemic 

consequences noted by participants answered our final research question: What are the 

consequences of censoring content, from the perspective of Palestinian community members? 
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Discussion  

In summary, our findings provide a nuanced picture of how Palestinian-identifying 

Instagram users engage with the platform, navigate, and express their personal identities in 

online spaces, raise awareness about the Palestinian cause, and experience and navigate instances 

of censorship. These findings shed light on how the social media platform further marginalizes 

its Palestinian users through instances of shadow banning and through policies it has 

implemented or is considering implementing that would further exacerbate the censorship of 

Palestinian content on the platform.  

Our first two findings, categorized as 1) Palestinian identity and online self-presentation 

and 2) Palestinian identity and online sharing of Palestinian-related content, broadens the 

understanding of Palestinian-identifying users’ experiences online and within Instagram 

specifically. Similar to prior literature, we found that social media has been a space where 

Palestinian-identifying users feel like they can express themselves, build community, and 

organize (Pyle et al., 2023; Poell, 2014; Nabulsi, 2014). Our findings emphasized how 

Palestinian-identifying users view social media networks, and Instagram in particular, as a 

crucial tool for Palestinian liberation. Our work adds to existing literature on self-disclosure and 

self-presentation online. We found that this group tends to use Instagram to share their 

Palestinianness and educate their followers usually, but especially during times of escalated 

violence. We also learned that Palestinian-identifying users need to make particularly 

complicated decisions about what to share and not share in order to maintain credibility, an 

accurate self-image, and to avoid online and offline discrimination. Our study found that it might 

be especially difficult for Palestinian-identifying users to make such decisions about self-



 

PALESTINIAN-IDENTIFYING USERS ON INSTAGRAM                Kharsa 28 

 

 

disclosure and presentation, as they need to consider severe consequences with each post and 

online interaction, such as being doxed, losing employment and educational opportunities, and 

accusations of being antisemitic. These findings build on existing literature that highlights the 

challenges of self-presentation given the limitations of how social media platforms are designed 

(Ellison et al., 2006), which Palestinian users are also subject to, in addition to the added hurdles 

our findings illuminated. 

Our third and fourth findings, categorized as 3) awareness of experiences of censorship, 

and 4) tactics employed to navigate instances of censorship, highlight how this community seems 

to be disproportionately impacted by content moderation policies that censor Palestinian content 

and their acute awareness of this censorship, especially in times of heightened state violence. 

This aligns with existing literature which has documented the history of censorship of Palestinian 

content online (Abushbak et al., 2023; Nabulsi, 2014; Najjar, 2010). We found that participants 

in our study had to employ tactics to work around such censorship, potentially adding additional 

cognitive burden to these users. What we learned aligns with prior literature (Poell, 2014) about 

how important social media has been for political organizing and raising consciousness among 

participants’ followers and therefore the public who may only be engaging with western or 

Israeli media. Finally, we found that, from the perspective of Palestinians-identifying people, the 

censorship of Palestinian content on social media platforms has dangerous implications for the 

Palestinian people - ultimately further allowing Israel’s illegal occupation of the land and 

genocidal acts to continue without witness or account. 

Furthermore, our work argues that it may be especially important for social media 

companies that are incentivized to censor Palestinian content (Almehdar, 2021) to consider 
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employing trauma and culturally-informed approaches to content moderation and engaging with 

Palestinian communities to understand the context of their content prior to making moderation 

decisions, similar to recommendations by Scott et al. (2023) and Patton et al. (2019). Given the 

prevalence of tactics employed by participants in our study in parallel to the policies Meta 

implemented or considered during the time of this study, it seems imperative that Palestinian 

communities’ concerns and experiences on social media platforms are considered moving 

forward.  

 

Conclusion  

 This study highlights many instances of perceived censorship of Palestinian content from 

the perspective of Palestinian-identifying Instagram users themselves, and how that complicated 

users’ decisions around self-disclosure of their Palestinian identity. Censorship took shape in the 

form of reduced story viewers, glitches in the content when shared, and sensitive content 

warnings which required users to opt-in to engaging with the content. Participants in the study 

described several tactics to combat this censorship, including posting original content they’ve 

made, adding text or other additions to pre-existing content, “sandwiching” Palestinian content in 

between non-Palestinian content, and misspelling words. Despite perceptions of censorship and 

needing to employ tactics to combat it, all participants described how important it was for them 

to share Palestinian content on Instagram, especially in this particular moment where there is a 

heighten and active genocide taking place in Gaza.  

This scope of this work is confined to the experiences of 20 Palestinian-identifying 

Instagram users and thus findings cannot be generalized to the experiences of all people who 
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identify as Palestinian. Palestinians are a diverse people and live all over the globe. While two 

participants have experience living in occupied Palestine, all were based in the United States at 

the time of this research. Future research may capture the experiences of censorship in occupied 

Palestine for those living there today, and where social media use that seeks to amplify the 

Palestinian experience or the realities of Israelis military aggression and occupation is punished 

by the Israeli government. Additionally, this work gauged perceptions of censorship and shadow 

banning. There is an opportunity for future research to more systematically document accounts 

of censoring Palestinian content on the platform. Lastly, future work can consider exploring 

culturally appropriate approaches to content moderation for Palestinian content specifically. 
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