
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Moments before the final shot in Mal’ oul, an elderly Palestinian from the now-
demolished town confronts the camera. Pained and angry as he stands outside his former
village, he responds to a comment made by the interviewer about the six million Jews
who were killed: “I didn’t kill them. Let their persecutors pay. Am I their murderer? I
never hurt a fly!” The first image in Route 181 condenses references to the past, present
and future in one frame. Its recalling of Mal oul carries with it, the unequal, as Sivan has
often stressed, but temporally connected tragedies of the Holocaust and the Nakba, as
resounded in the villager’s exasperated cry. “Victims of the victims,” as Said famously
described the Palestinians.?'* However, in placing within one frame the two men and the
wire fence—which carries a double association to the Holocaust and, within the context
of Israel and Palestine, the Nakba and occupied territories—Route 181’s first image
suggests that not only can Palestinians and Israelis live side by side in one land but that
there is space within this frame for their unequal, distinct but connected traumas. First,
however, as the three cuts that reframe the same image imply, we need to look at the past

from different perspectives.

Fig 4.1. The directors inscribe their signature. Sivan gestures with his hand over the land they will travel, as
Khleifi sits with the 1947 partition map in hand. A director’s hand rolls out the map.

23Edward Said, The Question of Palestine 1972 (New York: Vintage, 1992, Kindle edition).
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Dangerous Terrain

In striking contrast to the prologue, which began with a pastoral image and soundscape,
the main body of the film opens to the deafening noise of a helicopter as the camera tilts
down to a beach blighted with concrete structures, rusted metal and wire fences. The
camera rests for a moment on a construction sign by the shore, saying in Hebrew,
BEWARE: DANGEROUS TERRAIN, as if announcing to the viewer that the film will
lead us onto unstable ground. While the camera holds on another static shot of the
spoiled landscape, we hear, above the roar of the sea, the familiar ring of an off-screen
cell phone—an ““aural intruder” in the space, heralding the intrusive humans who will
appear a moment later.?!*

Rather than being integrated into the landscape as if they belonged there, the men
—Jewish Israeli contractors originally from Kurdistan and Morocco, as we soon learn—
are sonically and visually marked as intruders. Their bodies, like the bulldozers they will
command, convey an aggressive dominance over the land. But before the interview with
the contractors begins, the camera focuses on Chinese workers speaking in the
foreground. The directors choose not to subtitle the dialogue, leaving the non-speaker of
Chinese languages in the dark about what the workers are saying. Our inability to
understand the Chinese men, and a cut away from them without any translation, gives us
a glimpse of the everyday experience of these workers: no one understands them and no

one cares what they are saying. In the next shot, the filmmakers are interviewing the

214 Elisabeth Wiess coined the term “aural intruder” in The Silent Scream: Alfred Hitchcock’s Sound Track
(Madison, NJ: Farleigh Dickinson UP, 1982, Print).
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Israeli contractors, with the Chinese workers in the background. One of the contractors
mentions that they treat the Chinese workers well, since “they’re human.” But he adds
that one Arab is worth four Chinese (because they must provide food and lodging for the
Chinese). However, he also notes that Arabs “are animals, not human.”

During the conversation, one of the contractors remarks, “we’re waiting for these
clowns to finish marking the parcel.” The camera cuts to a long shot of two young men,
Bedouin Israeli Arabs, whom we watch as we hear the conversation between Sivan and
the contractors. Cut back to the contractors. Sivan asks, “Did you know this land
belonged to refugees in Gaza?” One of the contractors responds, “We had land in
Kurdistan too, can I get it back?” Suddenly background becomes foreground: the camera
brings the Bedouins into medium closeup, as if playing with and reversing the early
Zionist filmic pattern of allowing Arabs only to appear in the background. However, the
reversal in filmic perspective with the young men is more complex than a mere inversion.

These young men, at home in neither Palestine nor Israel, inhabit a space of in-
between-ness, a double non-belonging. The directors’ choice to include them early in the
film (a film that follows a non-existent partition) immediately challenges a binary view of
Palestinians and Israelis. In the same way, as Robert Stam points out, the film itself—co-
authored by a Palestinian and Jewish Israeli who share “virtually identical viewpoints”—
cuts against any binary framework.>!>

Both of the young Bedouin Arabs define themselves as Israeli, and distance

themselves from their Arab identity. One professes he doesn’t care that the land, which

2I5Robert Stam with Richard Porton and Leo Goldsmith, Keywords in Subversive Film/Media Aesthetics
(Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2015). Kindle Edition.
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he is currently testing to determine whether it is firm enough to hold a massive new
Israeli condominium, was once a Palestinian town. But he can’t resist looking at a 1947
partition map, which Khleifi holds out. (The map is a significant motif in the film: the
directors pull it out repeatedly, and it sits on the dashboard of their car as they drive.)*'®
After looking at the map, the young Bedouin admits that he does have some connection
to the Nakba; in 1948, Israeli soldiers shot and killed 14 people in his hometown. The
other young man, who begins speaking in Hebrew until Khleifi nudges him away from
his adopted identity by insisting he speak Arabic, declares he wants to join the Israeli
army to serve his country and “have fun.” However, he later allows that there are no
opportunities for him in Israel, so he plans to move to the U.S.

In these young Bedouin men’s double non-belonging, a consequence of the
Nakba, we can also imagine the inverse: a future unified nation, envisioned by Khleifi,
Sivan and the many advocates of binationalism or a common state, in which all citizens
would doubly belong to Israel and Palestine, or to what the filmmakers refer to as
Palestine-Israel. Sivan entitles his 2012 documentary on the topic Common State:
Potential Conversation. Writing on Khleifi’s body of work, Bashir Abu-Manneh has
commented that the filmmaker’s “cinematic project” is “essentially dyadic: to reveal
Palestine and to intervene in its transformation.” Khleifi’s reading of the present, Abu-

Manneh notes, entails evoking “the repressed past and the immanent future... producing

216Shohat poetically notes, “The partition map lies on the car’s dashboard and is reflected in the window, as
though the real and its shadow orient the film’s quest for the map’s referents, only to gradually reveal the
absurdity of partition lines written in the shifting sands of conflicting political imaginaries.” Shohat, p. 288.
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a dynamic picture of collision, struggle, and potential regeneration.”?!” Khleifi, speaking
in an interview about his 2009 film Zindeeq, but in words that could equally apply to
Route 181, comments, “Old Palestine will not come back, but mourning properly will
allow us to see the Palestine of the future, the new Palestine that we strive to achieve....
Do we continue to repeat the same ‘story’ and the same ‘questions’ and in the same

format?”2!8

In Route 181, as the filmmakers drive along the invisible UN partition line, the
camera frequently zooms in on the rearview mirror. Images of the film’s present,
reflected in the mirror from multiple angles, quickly become the filmic past as we move
forward into the film’s future. The car moving forward, as it simultaneously reflects
backwards, encapsulates the complex temporality that Abu-Manneh notes is captured in
Alejo Carpentier’s phrase, “Memories of the Future.”*!” The rearview mirror, in Route
181, becomes a polysemic sign, inviting multiple readings just as the images within its
frame reconfigure the past from numerous angles. The views from the rearview mirror
enact one of Sivan’s aims for his cinema: “If everyone is looking at a particular subject or
issue from a particular vantage point, maybe we should move a little over to the side and

look at it from another viewpoint.”??

217Bashir Abu-Manneh, “Towards Liberation: Michel Khleifi’s Ma 'loul and Canticle,” in Dreams of a
Nation (New York: Verso, 2006 Print) 59.

218]sis Nusair, “Between ‘Reality’ and Memory: An Interview with Palestinian Filmmaker Michel Khleifi
(Jadaliyya.com June 5, 2015, Web.)

21 Abu-Manneh, p.59.

220Cited in Gary Crowdus, “Historical Memory and Political Violence: An Interview with Eyal Sivan,”
Cineaste Fall 2012, 31.

2
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Fig. 4.2. The past is seen from a different angle as the car moves into the future.

Inverted interview space

As Richard Porton observes, Route 181, upon its 2005 New York premiere, was ignored
by many American critics and dismissed by those who did review it.??! In a rant in Film
Comment, Harlan Jacobson argued that in offering us the “vox populi” rather than setting
up cameras in front of “the Knesset, the Dome of the Rock, or the Wailing Wall,” or
talking to any “big-picture players, thinkers, or scholars,” the film decontextualizes
history. Seeming to imply that his readers distinguish themselves from “popular”

America, Jacobson compares the film’s interviewees to what he sees as their American

221 Richard Porton, “Roads to Somewhere: Paradise Now and Route 181, Cinema Scope Fall 2005, Issue
24, p.12. Web.

180



counterparts: “Can you imagine what you'd hear from Mobile to Memphis to Maine if
you mostly talked to truck drivers, retirees, and kids deprived of any and all history—and
didn’t talk to anyone with anything to say other than anecdotal bile?*** Jacobson, in
other words, criticizes Route 181 for not voicing official history and for not placing itself
beside official institutions or monuments. Ironically, in doing so he highlights the very
aspects that constitute Route 181’s counter-archeological project. “Route 181...scoops up
plenty of reality on the ground, while history slips through its fingers,” he asserts. I would
argue that, far from letting it slip through its fingers, Route 181 reveals (repressed)
history, which resides precisely on, in and just under the ground.

Although largely overlooked by American critics at the time of its U.S. release (it
has been garnering more and more attention over the years), Route 181 caused a
sensational stir in France. After the film aired on the Arte channel in 2003, French
intellectual Alain Finkielkraut, in a radio interview,??* declared Route 181 “a call to
murder [Jews]” and labeled Sivan a Jewish anti-Semite.??* A screening at the Pompidou
Center was cancelled. Sivan filed a libel suit against Finkielkraut that went to trial in

2006. In the summer of 2007, the magazine Cabinet published, along with an

222 Harlan Jacobson, “Road to Perdition,” Film Comment Jan 2, 2005, Print.

223The interview occurred on the French Jewish radio station RJC on Nov 30, 2003. Details of the interview
are described in Thomas Keenan and Eyal Weizman'’s article “The Barber Trial: Sivan vs. Finkielkraut,”
Cabinet Issue 26 Summer 2007, Web.

224 In Haim Bresheeth points out in “Reviving the Palestine Narrative on Film: Negotiating the Future
through the Past and Present in Route 181” (in Karima Laachir and Saeed Talajooy, Resistance in
Contemporary Middle Eastern Cultures: Literature, Cinema, Music, New York: Routledge, 2013, p.147)
that Finkielkraut directs his vitriol against Sivan and almost never mentions Kheifi, thus almost erasing
Khleifi’s role as co-director. Bresheeth suggests that in doing so Finkielkraut continues the Zionist
tradition of denying Palestinian presence or existence. | would argue that, at the very least, it seems that
focusing on Sivan and labeling the Israeli director an anti-Semite allows Finkielkraut to direct attention
away from the actual history—the Palestinian expulsion—at the heart of the scene in dispute. Finkielkraut’s
ignoring Khleifi also protects the philosopher from accusations of being anti-Palestinian.
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introduction by Thomas Keenan and Eyal Weizman, an English translation of the trial’s
transcript.’?> The proceedings are a fascinating example of filmic textual analysis
occurring in a courtroom. In the fall of 2007, Cabinet staged a re-enactment of the trial at
the German art festival Documenta.

A significant portion of the trial testimony, for which Claude Lanzmann served as
a witness for Alain Finkielkraut (and against Sivan), hinges on the interpretation of a
scene in Route 181, which provocatively recalls one of the most well-known and
excruciating scenes in Shoah. In Shoah, Lanzmann exhorts a barber, Abraham Bomba,
who is cutting a man’s hair during the interview, to recall how he was forced to shear the
hair of death camp inmates. In Route 181, Sivan and Khleifi encourage a Palestinian
barber, also in the act of plying his trade, to recollect. What this barber recalls is
witnessing a massacre of his fellow Palestinians in Lod by Israeli soldiers during the
Nakba. To Finkielkraut, who calls Route 181, “a constant plagiarism of Lanzmann;” and
to Lanzmann, who begins his testimony expressing “....the immensity of the insult to me,
as the author of a work that has touched hearts and minds throughout the world;” it seems
that the “crime” Route 181 commits is as much against Lanzmann’s magnum opus as it
is, according to the two Frenchmen, against the memory of the Holocaust. Indeed it
seems the “montage interdit” or forbidden juxtaposition was as much Shoah/Route 181 as
it was the Shoah/the Nakba.

Yet given the ire that Sivan and Khleifi’s film in its entirety provoked in some

members of the French Jewish intellectual community, the film might have caused an

225“Sjvan vs. Finkielkraut,” Cabinet Issue 26 Summer 2007, Web.
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uproar even without the explicit reference to Shoah because of the connection—though
never an equation—that it draws between the Nakba and the Holocaust. However, as
noted earlier, what is striking is that numerous works in the Israeli perpetrator genre,
from Khirbet Khizet to Waltz with Bashir, to Censored Voices, also make explicit
comparisons between the two tragedies, yet have been largely embraced by the
mainstream press and have stirred no controversy. A close look at the interview space in
two scenes in Route 181 that involve onscreen tears, and in two other scenes, which
demonstrate the contrast between unified and fragmented interview space, will suggest

some of the reasons why Khleifi and Sivan’s film became a flashpoint.

In the middle section of the film, the filmmakers drive down a long, private dirt
road and the camera passes over a telltale cactus en route. With this subtle prompt before
the upcoming interview, the camera acts here (as it does at other times in the film) as our
preconscious, allowing us to see and not see, to see but only belatedly register traces of
former Arab presence. Along with olive trees, cacti signal that an Arab town once existed
in an area. Most olive trees and cacti were uprooted, often replaced with pine trees
planted by the Jewish National Fund. In Israeli and Palestinian film, the cactus calls to
mind poignant scenes of Palestinians searching for their former homes. In Ma loul a
village elder visiting a destroyed town looks among the pine trees for the place where his
house once stood. A cactus and pile of stones mark the spot. In Ra’anan
Alexendrowicz’s Inner Tour (2001), a film with which Route 181 has interesting

dialogical reverberations, a group of Palestinians go on an Israeli-guided tour of what
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once was their land. In a moment hard to believe could have happened by chance, but
which Alexendrowicz maintains was not staged, a Palestinian elder on the tour bus begs
the driver to stop along the side of the road. The man disappears into a field, and after
wandering about he sees the cacti and other telltale vegetation and knows he has come
upon his former home. These scenes document the rejoining of a Palestinian and their
lost land. In Route 181, the cactus on the roadside does not mark a reunion; instead
haunts the upcoming interview with an Israeli settler, recalling the presence of the
expelled Palestinians, a presence that will be denied by the interviewee.

When the Khleifi and Sivan arrive at the end of the dirt road, a series of shots
showing ridiculous-looking iron animal sculptures precede our introduction to the
interviewee. The interview proper then begins: a handsome, appealing Israeli man with a
modest manner walks along the driveway to his house, noting the ancient stones lining
the way and telling Khleifi and Sivan that he found them and that, as a stone-cutter
himself, he admires the skill of the earlier stonemasons. The sculptor notes that the stones
act as a link, connecting him to a long line of people working on the same stone, but
never mentions that those (displaced) people were Arabs.?2° For viewers, who have been
primed by the cactus on the roadside, a feeling of disconnection, of a link not made,
begins to arise as the man draws a continuous line between himself and the generations of
(Arab) stone workers that came before him. The filmmakers don’t let this inchoate
unease linger for long; they ask the sculptor about the location of the Arab towns on the

old map. The man easily details their whereabouts and comments, still not speaking the

226Haim Bresheeth notes this omission on page 145.
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word “Arab” or “Palestinian,” that “the people known as the refugees of 48 were replaced
by other refugees.” We as viewers may be more discomfited by this seemingly gentle
man’s denial than we are by some of the brutal statements made by other Israelis—
comments about Palestinians such as, “They’re squatters; they should all be transferred”
(which a restaurant proprietor says of the displaced Palestinians in the South) or, “If we
had done in 1948 as the Americans did to the Indians, it would have been better,” as a
Jewish National Fund employee pronounces. Our discomfort in the scene with the
sculptor arises from the contradictions between the man’s viewpoint and what we know

is being suppressed. As the conversation progresses, cutaways to a series of bizarre

animal sculptures add to the discomfort in the interview space.

Fig. 4.3. A sculptor’s creations inflect the interview. Route 181.

What follows, I believe, is one of the more uncomfortable moments in the film.
Sitting cross-legged on his lawn in medium shot, the interviewee tells the filmmakers his
story. As a “pure product of Zionism,” he says, he arrived in Israel with his parents when
“there was nothing, no civilization.” As the camera cuts to medium closeup, the man,
seeming to be driven by what Bhaskar Sarkar and Janet Walker call the camera’s

“testimonial impulse,”??” describes the terrible suffering his mother went through under

22’Bhaskar Sarkar and Janet Walker, p. 14

185



the Nazis before she escaped. In the midst of the narrative, the sculptor is overcome by
emotion, and the camera patiently waits for him to recover. For many viewers, and
especially for those who have seen numerous filmed Holocaust testimonies, this scene is
exceedingly uncomfortable because it recalls Holocaust documentaries. However, many
viewers enter this phase of the interview already somewhat distanced from the sculptor
because of his implied denial of the Palestinian trauma. The closeups of the silly-looking
sculptures have also added an absurdist gloss to the environment. Therefore, when the
man, in discussing his mother’s trauma, breaks down before the camera, the viewer may
already be partially anticipating the statement that follows: the man says that his family’s
suffering “makes our hold on this land ever more solid.”

Later in the film, tears of an elderly Palestinian woman fall as, surrounded by
generations of family, she recounts her story of violent expulsion from her land. In this
moment, the integrity of the filmic space is maintained and infused with her suffering.
Cutaways to the often-pained faces of young children underline the collective trauma.
The listeners in the frame act as our surrogates. Unlike the interview with the Israeli
sculptor, who sat alone in the frame and whose trauma inherited from his parents was
bracketed by his refusal to feel for the related Palestinian trauma, in this scene we view
the marks of the Palestinian displacement in the faces and bodies of three generations.
While this scene captures the pain of being separated from one’s land, an earlier scene,
also with an old Palestinian woman, displays the hardship for some Palestinians in
staying on their land. The woman, who introduces herself as “an Arab, a Palestinian, and

an Israeli,” testifies with strength but tears to the losing battle to hold on to her land. Her
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declaration that “[the Israelis] don’t treat us like human beings,” recalls the comment by
the Israeli contractor at the film’s beginning, his statement that Arabs “are animals, not
human.” The interview with the woman, interviewed outside, immersed in the landscape,
reinvigorates a powerful connection between the Palestinian and the land.

There is more to this re-organization of the interview space than an inversion of
space disturbers/space unifiers. By making the Israelis clash with the filmic mise en
scene, the film inverts the Zionist narrative that firmly ties Israelis to the land and space
of ancient Israel. And, conversely, in making the Palestinian interviewees seem
connected to the land and space, the film makes the possibility of a unified existence
immanent in the filmic space. Indeed, it is in these moments of integration, I argue, that
the film, in capturing a traumatic oft-repressed past, simultaneously embeds a utopic
vision of the future. Said’s After the Last Sky,**® which emphasizes through words and
images the fragmentation and place- and spacelessness that marks Palestinian identity,
helps us appreciate the radical force of these moments of cohesion within the space.

Over the course of its four and a half hours, Route 181 sews unexpected links
between the Sephardim, or Arab-Jews,??’ interviewed—a number of whom long for their
homeland in Morocco, Tunisia or Iraq, speak of being betrayed by the Israeli government
and remember nostalgically how Arabs and Jews lived peacefully together there—and
Palestinians—who long for the land from which they’ve been expelled. And, as does

Sivan and Ilan Pappe’s ongoing project Common Archive, which brings together

228 BEdward Said, Afier the Last Sky (New York: Columbia UP, 1998).

229Shohat uses the term “Arab-Jew,” which connects the Arab and the Jew. Jews from Arab countries, also
called Sephardim or Miizrahim, have long been subject to discrimination and had to suppress their Arab
roots in Israel.
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testimonies from surviving perpetrators and victims of the Nakba perpetrators, the
testimonies by Israelis in Route 181 who participated in expulsions of Palestinians and
testimonies of Palestinian victims of the crimes ironically also corroborate each other.
The collecting of these numerous testimonies in one film presents a powerful counter-
narrative.

In small Kibbutz museums too, we see—often from the contorted speech of the
tour guides as much as from the filmmakers’ pointed questions—the official Zionist
narrative fracture before us. These scenes perform in miniature what the film in its
entirety conveys—a powerful counter-narrative which, along with numerous other
revisionist films, comes, as Shohat has remarked, to “haunt the Zionist metanarrative.”>°
They recall a highly uncomfortable scene in Alexandrowicz’s Inner Tour when the
Palestinians on an organized tour visit a Kibbutz museum. The tour guide gives what
appears to be exactly the same tour for the Palestinian visitors as he would for Israeli
visitors, highlighting “victorious” moments when the Israeli pioneers vanquished their
Arab attackers. In both films, the scenes in the kibbutz museums are dense studies of the
documentary interview as a form, making the often-buried assumptions about the
interlocutors uncomfortably apparent.

In one Kibbutz museum in Route 181, which features a reconstruction of the 1948
battlefield along with visual displays, a guide with a gentle demeanor, who came to Israel
from Ukraine in his twenties and fought in the Arab-Israeli war, gestures to early

photographs of Palestine, declaring, “There was nothing. It was empty.” Seeming to

230Shohat, p. 278.
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vacillate between official speak and his own conflicting views, he states the that Arabs
fled, but when asked if most of the Arabs were armed fighters, he immediately says, “No,
most wanted to live peacefully farming their land.” The scene closes with an exchange,
which foregrounds, as many moments in the film do, the assumptions often made about
who the listener or viewer is. The guide comments with concern that Arabs will be 50%
of the population in 20 years. “What’s the problem?” one of the filmmakers asks.
Choosing to understand the question not as “What’s the problem with having an Arab
majority,” but instead as “What’s the problem that’s causing this population growth,” the
guide answers, “The problem is Arabs have too many kids.”

In another small national museum on irrigation, the guide becomes increasingly
belligerent as the filmmakers interrupt his official tour with provocative questions about
the 1948 ethnic cleansing of Arabs. Finally, the guide screams at them for speaking
“nonsense.” However, narcissism and opportunism, twin sins often ignited by a camera’s
presence, get the better of him at the end of the interview, when, all smiles, he holds out
for display a picture of his model for a new water jet system in need of funding (it could
be named after a generous donor) and asks the directors to send him a copy of the film.

Perhaps the most powerful investigation of the interview form, its complex
dynamics and exchanges, takes place when the filmmakers visit a soldier who took part
in the 1948 “Operation Matate,” or Operation Broom, whose goal was to sweep the
region clean of Palestinians. Strikingly for an interview that will estrange the form and
subvert many of its conventions, it is the only interview in the film that states the name of

the interviewee and asks standard testimonial questions that establish his age and origin.
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The former soldier, whose name is Greenberg, flatly describes expelling the Palestinians
during Operation Matate and makes repeated hand gestures mimicking sweeping. As he
speaks, the signifiers of Israeliness in the interview space—a wall of Israeli flags
prominently displayed in the background—take on a hyperbolic, absurdist presence. At
one point, when Sivan’s pointed questions about the expulsions finally cue the former
soldier to the fact that Sivan may not share his heroic view of the operation, the there is a
pregnant pause. The man looks quizzically towards the camera then shifts, as Shohat

99231 aSking

points out, from “soldierly camaraderie to the policing apparatus of the state,
whether the directors have a permit to film. When asked why he raises the question, he
states: “I have my suspicions about you. Your attitude is a bit strange....Your vision of
things is different than ours.” Sivan: “Ours?” Greenberg: “Mine. Ours is mine. I'm
representing them.”

This moment unnervingly draws our attention to many of the elements of the
documentary genre and it brings to the fore the documentary interview’s inherent
strangeness, which realist codes have naturalized. The scene highlights the ideology that
infuses many documentary interview questions; it captures in miniature the delicate
negotiation between the particular and the general that governs the documentary genre.?*?
“Ours is mine. I'm representing them.” If Sivan’s views are “strange” then, by definition,

so are the sympathetic viewer’s. Perhaps once we’ve experienced the disturbed denial-

laden spaces, the homogenous ones—whether in the next scene or in another film—don’t

Z1Shohat, p. 281.
232 Jonathan Kahana has discussed this negotiation in Intelligence Work .
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look quite the same; the components which give rise to cohesion slightly fray, and the
interview’s oddness as a form peeks through.

If the codes that govern the interview form look strange or uncanny at moments,
the land in Route 181 frequently becomes infused with uncanny strangeness. Prominent
Israeli archeologist Magen Broshi states, “European immigrants found a country to which
they felt, paradoxically, both kinship and strangeness. Archeology in Israel, a sui generis
state, serves as a means to dispel the alienation of its new citizens.” Said notes that
Broshi’s statement perfectly articulates official Israeli archeology’s goals.?** Route 181
inverts these goals: the film does not dispel alienation; it makes the land strange again.

The relentlessness of the questions about the former Arab towns and the repeated
appearance of the original map take on a ritualistic quality which, in again and again
beating back against denial, come to resemble the very insistence of the return of the
repressed. In steadfastly staying on the surface strata, which contains the Arab presence;
and in performing a Palestinian cine-archeology, all the while scraping away the first
layers of “pathogenic” material of their interviewees’ psyches, Route 181 slowly starts to
fill in this central missing layer in the official Israeli narrative.

In the beginning of Mal oul, we see a mural of the original town before it was
destroyed hanging on the wall of one of the former residents. The man who

commissioned the painting tells Khleifi:

The artist went up to the village, or at least what’s left of it. He got an idea of what it had been
like. And while he painted we would tell him to add a house here or there. Here are the fields, here
the spring, which was probably further down....Here are a few going home from the fields.

233 Qaid, Freud and the Non-European, Kindle edition.
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Suddenly, Khleifi’s camera zooms into the painting, and with the help of animation, the
villagers and the scenes in the mural suddenly come to life before our eyes. By the end
of Route 181, the film has brought to life a missing stratum and reanimated Arab
presence throughout the country; what we see is Palestine-Israel.

Route 181 closes with a bittersweet scene. A group of Moroccan and Tunisian
Jews, who share collective loss and warm friendship, gather every evening to watch the
sunset. Route 181’s final words spoken by one woman are: “The Germans wanted to
bury us but the Arabs hid us. They saved the Jews.” Lest we get too comfortable and
forget what’s ahead of us, the film’s final image is a barrier, blockading Khleifi and
Sivan’s car, commanding in Hebrew, English and Arabic: “STOP: BORDER IN FRONT

OF YOU.”

Uncensored? Censored Voices

When Israeli soldiers returned home after the June 1967 war, they were met with
triumphant celebrations. Amos Oz and Avraham Shapira—kibbutzniks and reserve
soldiers at the time—sensed that many veterans did not in fact feel like heroes. Just days
after the war ended, Oz and Shapira decided to record conversations with fellow veterans
and kibbutzniks about their experiences during the war. Their intention was to publish the
conversations in a booklet, a stark counter-testimony to the heroic post-war narrative
circulating in the country and in Western news reports. But the military censor
intervened and banned seventy percent of the content; the remaining thirty percent was

published in Avraham Shapira’s 1971 book The Seventh Day: Soldiers Talk about the
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Six-Day War. The repressed material is revealed for the first time in Mor Loushy’s 2015
documentary Censored Voices.

A powerful, tightly edited work that combines the soldiers’ original recorded
conversations with rare archival footage from the 1967 war (collected from numerous
archives in different parts of the world***), Censored Voices methodically and powerfully
dismantles the heroic narrative of the Six-Day War. The film’s structure closely
resembles Freud’s archeological approach to psychoanalysis; in this case, as in Route
181, the analysand is the nation. Unlike Route 181, which deliberately keeps its
psychological and archeological excavation focused on what lies on or just below the
surface, Censored Voices is driven by a centripetal force moving the film gradually
toward the atrocities at its core. Loushy’s film peels back the layers of repression and
denial, which were keeping the official heroic story intact. As the interviews proceed,
each day takes us further away from the war in time; and each day the soldiers’
testimony, often trepidatious at first, moves closer to an uncensored truth.

The film follows the war’s chronology and spatial movement. The geographic
movement over the six days, beginning in Egypt and culminating in the heart of
Jerusalem, mirrors exactly the standard archeological psychoanalytic approach to
traumatic or repressed experiences—a gradual movement toward a core event. Mapping
the war’s geographic path means simultaneously mapping the shift in perspective from
far-off battlefield killings of faceless enemy targets to the close-range murder of unarmed

civilians.

234 In the Q&A after the November 5 screening of Censored Voies in New York, Mor Loushy explained
that she did a world-wide search and gathered material from over 30 archives.
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The film cuts from the present-day, sometimes pained, faces of the former
soldiers (now in their 60s and 70s), as they listen to the voices of their younger selves, to
archival war footage and news reports, and back to the older men listening to their
testimony. Periodically, titles appear: “11 days after the war, Kibbutz Ein Shemer,” “14
days after the war, Kibbutz Yisre’el” over images depicting the enclosed shelters where
the conversations at each kibbutz took place. There is, of course, another chronology at
work here, significant though not overtly marked. It is the history of the relationship
between the soldiers’ testimony and the Israeli censors. The voices we hear were
censored once and now they are not. However, Loushy’s film, funded in part by the
Israeli state through the Yehoshua Rabinovich Foundation for the Arts, had to go through
the country’s military censor, as is required of all Israeli films, and some changes were
demanded.?*> Exactly what was requested by the censor we don’t know, for, as The New
York Times review of the film notes, “Israel forbids the filmmakers to reveal how much
2236

they were forced to change, and the military censor’s office refused to discuss it.

Producer Hilla Medalia has stressed in interviews that the cuts required were

235 International attention was recently brought to what goes along with receiving funding from the
country’s two state-funded film foundations, The Israeli Film Fund and the Yehoshua Rabinovich
Foundation. Palestinian director Suha Arraf’s film Villa Touma received funding as an Israeli film from the
Israeli Film Fund. However Arraf registered her film as Palestinian at the 2014 Venice Film Festival. The
Israeli government objected, and at first it seemed that Arraf would have to return the money unless she
agreed to register her film as Israeli. In the end, the Israeli Film Fund returned the money to the state,
absorbing the cost itself, but it changed its contract for future fund recipients, as did the Rabinovich
Foundation. Both organizations, to the consternation of many filmmakers, now require all directors to
declare they will represent themselves and their films as Israeli. The controversy surrounding Villa Touma
is discussed in John Anderson, “The Hand That Feeds Bites Back: Israel and Suha Arraf differ on
Nationality of Villa Touma,” The New York Times, Oct 16, 2014 and Debra Kamin “Filmmakers Call
Israeli Film Funders Loyalty Oath Troubling,” Variety, Feb 13, 2015.

236 Jodi Rudoren, “Disillusioned by War, Israeli Soldiers Muted in 1967 Are Given Fuller Voice,” New
York Times Jan. 25, 2015.
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insignificant™’ and stated “We were able to release the film as we wanted it.
Insignificant or not as the changes may have been, the simple fact is that the film before
us is the one that made it through the censors. In a somewhat vertiginous swirl, the
documentary at once emphasizes its revelation of once-censored material (without

addressing why the tapes are no longer deemed incendiary) and de-emphasizes the

censorship of Censored Voices itself.

A look at how three different presses in Israel framed an identical review of
Censored Voices demonstrates how the film leaves itself open to a range of
interpretations. It thus circulates in an entirely different critical arena from that of Route
181. Anthony Weiss’s glowing review of the film for the syndicate Jewish Telegraphic
Agency (JTA) is entitled, “Long Suppressed, Censored Voices speaks out on Six Day
War.” The title is of course misleading and simply untrue: the film has not been long
suppressed; the soldiers’ voices have been. Whether carelessness or intentional bad
grammar is to blame, the title blurs the object of censorship, directing our attention away
from the question of why the soldiers’ testimony is now no longer suppressed. The
reviewer comments that “there is so much raw, varied and shocking material in the movie
that parts can easily be wielded or attacked to serve particular political arguments," but he
praises the film for being “courageous enough to embrace contradictions and leave them

unresolved.” Weiss assures his readers (who presumably occupy a range of positions on

237 Kevin Ritchie cites the producer in “Berlinale ‘15: Mor Loushy unearths “Censored Voices,” Realscreen
Feb 12, 2015.

238 Quoted in Anthony Weiss, “Censored Voices Tears Apart Israel’s Heroic Narrative of Six-Day War,”
Haaretz February 2, 2015.
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the political spectrum) that the film “offers an unflinching look at Israeli atrocities
without being unpatriotic or anti-Zionist, recounting the horrors of the

war without suggesting that Israel should have refused to fight it. It is critical of the
Israeli occupation, yet doesn’t claim to offer answers.”>** When the review is picked up
by The Times of Israel, an online paper, published in English, Arabic, French and
Chinese, which has an avowed goal of combating negative coverage of Israel within

Israel and around the world,?*°

a descriptive capsule underneath has been added: “Film
recounts veterans’ raw emotions during the 1967 conflict, while shedding light on the
ugly nature of combat.”?*! The capsule depoliticizes the soldiers’ voices and entirely
blunts the specificity of their criticism of Israel and the 1967 war. The soldiers’ brave
condemnation of the occupation of the territories and their devastating accounts of Israeli

war crimes become, in The Times of Israel’s capsule, toothless testimony to a universal

truth, “the ugly nature of combat.”?*? If that were all there was to the accounts, we have

239 Anthony Weiss, “Long Suppressed, Censored Voices speaks out about Six-Day War,” JTA Feb 1, 2015.
240 As an article in The Forward points out, The Times of Israel’s financial backer is American investor
Seth

Klarman. Klarman, who claims to have no editorial input, nevertheless made his goal for the online journal
explicit in the first issue, which appeared in 2012, writing: “My own interest in Israecl has become even
stronger post-9/11, when the threat of terrorism and the danger of radical Islam collided with a global
campaign on many fronts to delegitimize the Jewish State. As a longtime student of the history of anti-
Semitism, I know this blind hatred is never the fault of Jews....” Klarman’s family foundation, The
Forward reveals, has given substantial donations to anti-Islamist groups, to organizations that counter
perceived anti-Israeli media bias in the West Bank, and to Elad, a group which uses archeology to justify
Jewish settlement in East Jerusalem, and which has “successfully” evicted Arab East Jerusalem residents
from their homes. “The Soft-Spoken Man Behind the Times of Israel,” The Forward Feb 9, 2012.

241 Anthony Weiss, “Long Suppressed, Censored Voices speaks out on Six Day War,” The Times of Israel
February 1, 2015.

22Interestingly, although Loushy emphasizes that her film acts as strong condemnation of the ongoing
Israeli occupation—she stresses the specificity of Censored Voices political argument—she also adopts the
de-politicized language of “universal truths” when speaking of how the film might be relevant to other
countries. In an /ndiewire interview she states “Censored Voices talks about a universal matter. Although it
is about the Six-Day War, I think that every viewer can take it to the war(s) in his or her own country, to
the psychology of war, a glance into the soul of the human race in war. I believe that the end of the film is

196



to ask, why would they have been so “long suppressed?” A day later, when the same
review appeared in the left-of-center Israeli newspaper Haaretz, which publishes in
Hebrew and English, there were two changes from the original one in J74. The title is
now “Censored Voices Tears Apart Israel’s Heroic Narrative of Six-Day War,” and the
capsule underneath reads, “In the wake of the 1967 war, Israel’s victorious soldiers were
lionized as heroes, but many didn’t feel that way, a new documentary shows.*’
Haaretz’s title and capsule allow for more specificity and context for its majority Israeli
readership and point to an alternative history, one far less heroic than the official
narrative. The choice of stills from the film each paper selected is telling too. In The
Times of Israel article, the first still we see is of formidable Israeli soldiers surveying the

Old City from afar before a planned attack. In Haaretz, the first still is of a long line-up

of prisoners in the Gaza Strip.

Prologue

A black screen with white text opens the film: “On June 5™ 1967, the armies of
Egypt, Syria and Jordan were amassed on Israel’s borders, threatening to annihilate it.”
Additional expository text then appears below: “Six days later, Israel won an historic
victory, conquering lands, and tripling its size. Israel, as we know it today, was born...”

The identical font and placement of the two segments, one after another appearing within

very sad; it exposes a chord in the human race that leads us to make wars, to sin, to animal behavior. But I
would like the end to also hold a spark of optimism about always having to listen to the other voice. We
should not fear to look at the human race, with all its faults, so that we may mend them.” Laura Berger,
“Sundance Women Directors: Meet Mor Loushy—Censored Voices,” Indiewire January 22, 2015.

243 Anthony Weiss, “Censored Voices Tears Apart Israel’s Heroic Narrative of Six-Day War,” Haaretz
February 2, 2015.
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the same frame, conceal a fascinating split in the expository text, which is
unacknowledged by the film. As we will see, Censored Voices will insistently endorse
the first statement—the idea that the war began, and was justified, because Israel was
under existential threat (an idea that is now questioned by some historians). However, the
film will devastatingly dismantle the second—the idea that the Six-Day War was heroic
and that the lands were “conquered” rather than emptied and occupied.

After the opening expository text, there is a cut to a closeup of a box marked
“censored.” Hands open the box, take out an audiocassette and begin to spool it on a tape
recorder. A cut returns us to the black screen with white text, where we read “One week
after the Six-Day War, a group of young kibbutzniks recorded conversations with
soldiers back from the battlefield.” Cuts take us back and forth between the audiotape
being threaded on the recorder and the black screen with text, which tells us that, “The
Israeli army censored the recordings, allowing the kibbutzniks to publish only 30% of the
conversations.” The tape has now been threaded completely. The hands pull back, and the
black screen appears one last time to tell us, “The original recordings are revealed here
for the first time.” In the final moments of the prologue, Amos Oz, who acts as the film’s
moral center and the filmmaker’s partial surrogate, and whose voice frames the opening
and closing of the documentary, enters a room and sits before the tape recorder as we
hear the filmmaker’s voice telling Oz she will play his 1967 voice. Over archival
footage, we hear the writer’s younger voice stating that if the men can tell each other
what they really felt and experienced during war, “We may not do the best service to

national morale but we’ll do a small service to truth.”
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Implicitly, the film works against any sense of excisions by its emphasis on full
revelation and truth—generic tenets of the traditional documentary. The title, along with
an additional website subtitle (“War, Uncut”), the opening of the box marked
“Censored,” and the hands unwinding the tape all seem to promise transmission of
complete, unexpurgated testimony. The viewer’s privileged glimpse of the hand actually
unwinding the audiotape onto the recorder—which acts as the film’s structuring device—
gives us a sense of being present while the film is being made. The segment may seem to
be baring the apparatus, but the effect is the opposite of breaking the illusion of
transparent reality: it sutures the viewer into a privileged space with the filmmaker just
before the renowned author joins us. Route 181 also opened with an image of the
director’s hand, but the effect was entirely different. When we saw a hand holding the
partition map—~Route 181 ’s structuring device—it reminded us that documentaries are
inherently mediated and manipulated. In Censored Voices, the directors’ hands instead
facilitate the transmission of complete, unexpurgated testimony. When the tape is fully

spooled, the hands retract; the original recordings take over.

Figure 4.6. The director’s hand facilitates uncensored revelation. “The original recordings are revealed
here for the first time.”
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Disparate filmic components work in concert throughout Censored Voices,
pulling the viewer inexorably towards more and more horrifying atrocities. Archival
footage of the war, increasingly disturbing although often beautifully shot, keeps pace
with the aural narration. While the film is literally polyphonic—we hear the voices of a
number of different soldiers speaking about their wartime experiences—it knits its many
voices together into a single collective one, which works in tandem with the archival
footage. The smooth interweaving of voices and images continues to suture us into the
text. Indeed, arguably more completely than in most other Israeli perpetrator films—films
that are part of a genre partially defined by the propensity to do so—Censored Voices
pulls its viewers into the psyche of the Israeli soldiers.

This immersion is also due to the merging of the authorial voice with the
recordings, and to the filmmaker’s decision to have the former soldiers listen, in the
present, to the tapes with virtually no present-day commentary. As opposed to many
documentaries (such as those discussed in chapters two and three), which fracture the
subject by confronting the interviewee with footage of an earlier self that may not cohere
with their current self-presentation, Censored Voices has the latter-day faces offer a

continuity of self, throwing no obstacle’** in our path as we step into the conversations

244 Loushy’s explanation as to why she chose not to interview the men in the present day emphasizes her
desire to maintain a connection between the men’s voices in the past and their present-day selves: “I really
wanted to give as much room and space to the incredible raw material I got from these conversations. I
wanted also to tell a story of the censorship because these voices have not been heard in Israel. By only
showing them listening, that tells a story of how they were not being heard. It also tells the story of the
connection between the past and the present. You can understand the whole story through their faces. What
was interesting to me was their first reaction to hearing their voices.” Realscreen Feb 12, 2015. Also, at a
Q&A after an Other Israel screening at the Jewish Cultural Center on November 5%, 2015, Loushy stated
that her intention was to create continuity between the men’s present and their past.
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from nearly half a century ago. Indeed, as opposed to the uneasiness we experience when
interviewee denial or prevarication, often coaxed out by the director, fracture the
documentary interview space, as frequently occurred in Route 181, in Censored Voices
we are led into a strikingly ideologically unified interview space. In synthesizing the
multiple narrative voices and images into a singular one, Loushy encourages solidarity
between the viewer and the speakers, who function mainly as one collective unit.
Furthermore, when we view the older men in the film’s present listening silently to their
recorded voices, their body language and facial expressions—nods, smiles, sorrowful
winces—reinforce the connection and continuity between their older and younger selves.
While the soldiers’ narration and the accompanying archival footage are
profoundly disturbing, we are bound to the men through the wartime stories they share,
rather than distanced from them or made uneasy because of their acts. Uneasiness, if the
viewer experiences it, is instead produced not by the director’s prompting but by
recognition of what the film elides and reinforces. The film provides an opposing
narrative to the heroic official one, a powerful counter-reading. However, its
oppositional narrative is, as discussed above, univocal; consequently in allowing a once-
suppressed collective voice finally to be heard and to join the public archive, Censored
Voices, as 1 will discuss below, simultaneously quiets other voices and keeps other
archives sealed. In this way, the film’s own counter-reading solicits another reading, one

which acts, to borrow Stam’s term, as a “counterpoint” to the film’s.2*

245 For a discussion of “counterpoint,” see Robert Stam, Subversive Pleasures: Bakhtin, Cultural Criticism,
and Film (Baltimore: John Hopkins Press, 1989).

201



Unlike Ari Folman, director of Waltz with Bashir (2008) and Samuel Maoz,
director of Lebanon (2009) who, in interviews and in Q&A’s I attended, repeatedly
avowed that their films (both about the 1982 Israeli-Lebanon war), though anti-war, were
not political, Loushy forcefully defines herself and her films as political. In the current
climate in Israel, “I believe we have to be political,” she declared to great applause at the
Other Israel/JCC screening I attended. And she sees Censored Voices as a direct
condemnation of the occupied territories and a challenge to the official Six-Day War
narrative. Yet the film itself reinforces some aspects of the official narrative as it breaks
apart others. It also in certain ways recreates a structure of “encirclement.” Expanding on
Tom Engelhardt’s phrase “images of encirclement,” Robert Stam and Louise Spence
discuss this prevalent pattern in Hollywood westerns. The “besieged wagon, train, or fort
is the focus of our attention and sympathy,” and “point-of-view conventions” foreclose
the possibility of “sympathetically identifying” with the Indians.?*® A number of Israeli
films echo the same structure, as Shohat has pointed out,?*” where we are visually and
metaphorically “with” the Israeli soldiers as they are besieged by attacking Arabs.
Lebanon, which was praised by many reviewers for its “innovative” visual structure,
presents almost a hyper-encirclement framework—it traps the spectator with the Israeli
soldiers in the besieged tank for virtually the entire film.

In Censored Voices, the trope of besiegement works in a much more complex,

contradictory and ambivalent manner, but it is nevertheless present. We first “meet”

246 Robert Stam and Louise Spence, “Colonialism, Racism and Representation: An Introduction,” Screen
1983, Issue 24, p. 12.
247 See Shohat, Chapter 5 “The Return of the Repressed: The Palestinian Wave in Recent Israeli Cinema.”
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Israel on a precise date when its very existence, according to the expository text, is
threatened by surrounding Arab armies. Throughout, the film—through the soldiers’
voices, with which we are encouraged to identify wholly, and through archival news
footage, which I will discuss in detail—will reiterate this initial encirclement
framework.?*® To adhere to the assertion of existential threat before the war’s start, but be
able to “tear apart” the official Six-Day War narrative, the film must split the war in two.
The split concealed in the opening expository statements is later overtly expressed in the
film. “I feel convinced that the war was just, but it became a different war,” one soldier
remarks. From this perspective, the initial war, perceived as self-defense, was just. The
occupation of the territories was not. This splitting however is not as neat as the film
may hope it to be. Once the encirclement image is imprinted on our minds, it is hard to

entirely eradicate its traces when we arrive at the “second” war.

1948/1967

Minutes into Censored Voices, we see archival footage of euphoric celebrations in
front of the Western Wall. A jubilant Moshe Dayan appears on screen for only a few
seconds, but much is encapsulated in this moment. Within the film’s demythologizing

project, Dayan is metonymic for the Six-Day War victory narrative. Yet his image is also

248 In this framework, the Arabs, calling for the annihilation of Jews, stand in for the Nazis. In recent
weeks, during widely-reported knife attacks by Palestinians on Israelis, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu reinvigorated this Nazi/Arab equation in inflammatory language. Bernard Avishai details
Netanyahu’s statements in “What Provoked Palestinian Knife Attacks in Israel?” in The New Yorker
October 23, 2015. Netanyahu, Avishai recounts, told the World Zionist Congress, in Jerusalem, that the
mufti gave Hitler the idea for the Holocaust. When accused by Isracl Herzog of offering fodder for
Holocaust deniers, Netanyahu then clarified that his intention was “to show that the forefathers of the
Palestinian nation, without a country and without a so-called occupation, without land and without
settlements, even then aspired to systematic incitement to exterminate the Jews.” Netanyahu later retracted
much of his statement.
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so thick with interconnected wars and atrocities that when it appears on the screen, a
montage of multi-directional historical associations flashes before us: the 1948 Arab-
Israeli war (where he presided over massacres of Palestinians and multiple war crimes);
the First Lebanon War (whose strategy of setting up an Israeli-friendly Christian
government he envisioned in the 1950s); the Vietnam War (whose tactics he observed
first-hand just before becoming Israeli defense minister in 1967); and the Cold War
(which, because of Arab-Soviet collaboration directly affected the US’s decision to
overlook Israeli defiance of international law in the Six-Day War).

Dayan’s image may be a portal that takes us through many wars back to Israel’s
actual birth and the Nakba, but the film makes only one overt reference to the 1948
war?* and one somewhat ambivalent statement on the Nakba. Through the disconnected
childhood remembrances of one of the soldiers, we hear about the man’s impressions of
war before he went to war himself: “My early memories are of war; I grew up in the
shadow of wars, or rather, not in their shadow but in their light.... People who took great
risk.... From a life in the Diaspora to building this country, this nation...We’re a
generation that doesn’t belong anywhere.” Unlike the sons that film scholar Shmulik

Duvdevani writes about, who struggle to come to terms with their fathers’ crimes,”>°

249 A write-up on Censored Voices for Realscreen seems to pick up the film’s cue and skips over the 48
war in its overview: “While the Israeli-Palestinian issue tends to inspire a lot of heated discussion, a
filmmaker is imploring viewers to stop talking for a moment and listen in a documentary that revisits the
origins of that conflict.” (Emphasis added.) Kevin Ritchie, “Berlinale ‘15: Mor Loushy unearths “Censored
Voices,” Realscreen Feb 12, 2015.

250 In “The Agonies of an Eternal Victim: Zionist Guilt in Avi Mograbi’s Happy Birthday, Mr. Mograbi,”
Shmulik Duvdevani argues that “I-movies” of the 1990s and early 2000s express “their makers’
acknowledgment of their accountability for the constitutive and formative events related to the
establishment of the State of Israel and the accompanying Palestinian Nakba....This accountability
originates in the understanding that my present state would not be as it is today were it not for past Zionist
activities—of expulsion, banishment and massacre—that have not yet been atoned and compensated
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these soldiers fear they can never be heroes like their fathers. Yet the film’s images and
tales of atrocities committed during the 1967 war uncannily recall those committed
during the 1948 war. Late in the film, after we have just witnessed excruciating footage
of Palestinians being expelled en masse from what are now the occupied territories, we
hear Oz’s younger voice state, “On June 5% 1 felt T was fighting for our lives; on June 10,
I find myself with Hebron, Jerusalem and Sharm el Sheik.” Another soldier interjects,
“Amos, if you’re going to be consistent with this, you’ll realize our whole claim is not
justified or reasonable.” Oz responds, “Nahman, I’'m not consistent because I see a
fundamental tragedy. Where one side is not 100% right and both sides aren’t 50% percent
right. A tragedy is a situation where both sides are 100% right.” In this striking
exchange, the film, through the voice of Nahman, articulates a possibly more radical
conclusion—that Israel’s claim to the land from its very founding is not justifiable or
reasonable. It is significant that Oz, the film’s surrogate author, rejects this notion by
calling the situation (which we conjecture from earlier moments to mean Zionism) a
tragedy. In seeing both sides as 100% right, he imposes a symmetry onto an

asymmetrical situation.?>!

for....The son’s recognition that their existence in the present is the direct result of injustices in the past
leads them to take on their parents’ guilt so as to cleanse them.” The essay appears in Raz Yosef and Boaz
Hagin, eds Deeper than Oblivion: Trauma and Memory in Israeli Cinema (London: Bloomsbury
Academic, 2013).

Znterestingly, in Harlan Jacobson’s scathing review of Route 181, Jacobson remarks, “Would that [the
filmmakers] had found Amos Oz, the Israeli writer and former resident of Kibbutz Hulda, whom I long ago
heard say words to the effect that "the tragedy is that both sides are jabbing at ghosts. Jews think they're
fighting extermination by the Nazis, Arabs by the Brits. They don't see each other." Here, as in the
statement quoted from Censored Voices, Oz reconfigures the situation. Ethnic cleansing of the Arabs by the
Israelis becomes two equal sides fighting against invisible perpetrators.
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Censored Voices may allow the myth and reality of 1948 to remain ambiguous,
but it actively participates in furthering a perspective on the 1967 war that a growing
number of scholars, drawing extensively on declassified documents form the LBJ
Presidential Library among other official government archives, have questioned or
complicated: the idea that Israel, at risk of annihilation, acted in self-defense.>>> Most
recently, law professor John Quigley argues in The Six-Day War and Israeli Self-Defense
that Israel’s attack on Egypt was not, as the Israeli government claimed and convinced its
population still living in the wake of the Holocaust, a self-defensive measure, but in fact
an act of aggression, which violated international law.>>* Sandy Nolan comments in a
Salon.com article that in the Johnson Presidential documents, “Israel emerges a vastly
superior military power...and war itself was something Nasser, for all his saber-rattling,
tried to avoid.”** Based on CIA intelligence reports, Johnson told Israeli Foreign
Minister at a White House meeting over a week before the war, “You will whip the hell
out of them.” In public, Nasser called for Israel’s annihilation but in private—Nolan,

citing declassified material states—Nasser told US officials he had no intention of

252Risk of annihilation is often used as a justification for Israel’s actions in the 1947-48 Arab-Israeli war.
One of the more unnerving examples is a statement by Benny Morris, an Israeli New Historian who
methodically went through the Israeli de-classified archives and cited extensive evidence of ethnic
cleansing of the Palestinian population. In an interview with Ari Shavit, cited by Haim Bresheeth, Benny
Morris states “There are circumstances in history that justify ethnic cleansing. I know that this term is
completely negative in the discourse of the 21% century, but when the choice is between ethnic cleansing
and genocide—the annihilation of your people—I prefer ethnic cleansing.” A portion of this interview is
cited in Haim Bresheeth, “Reviving the Palestine Narrative on Film: Negotiating the Future through the
Past and Present in Route 181,” in Karima Laachir and Saeed Talajooy, Resistance in Contemporary
Middle Eastern Cultures: Literature, Cinema, Music (New York, Routledge, 2013).

253 John B. Quigley, The Six-Day War and Israeli Self-Defense: Questioning the Legal Basis for Preventive
War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012).

2% Sandy Nolan, “Rethinking Israel’s David-and-Goliath Past: Little-Noticed Details in Declassified U.S.
Documents Indicate That Israel’s Six-Day War May not Have Been a War of Necessity,” Salon.com June
4,2007.
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engaging in a war. American officials relayed the message, which corroborated
American intelligence, to the Israelis. These archives paint a picture quite different from

the one of a tiny nation encircled by aggressive Arabs attempting to crush it.

“The Arabs were having experiences similar to those we had in World War I1. Perhaps that’s the
tragedy. That I identified with the other side. With the enemy.”

As we are brought closer and closer to the atrocities committed by the Israeli
army in the Six-Day War, the film’s initial encirclement frame—the idea that Israel was
surrounded by enemies threatening its annihilation, stated by the text and voiced by the
men, who aver that they initially believed they were surrounded by threatening nations—
becomes ever more important. In an article in 7he New York Times Middle East section,
Jodi Rudoren supports the film’s emphasis on the existential threat, seeing it as a way of
warding off generalized criticism of Israel: “But with Israel increasingly in a defensive
crouch on the international stage, the film raises concerns that, viewed without
consideration for the existential threat Israel faced at the time, it could become catnip for
contemporary critics.”*>®> Within the film, even when the Israeli soldiers are brought face
to face with the Arab victims of the war, the soldiers, perhaps partially to protect
themselves from the shock and pain of seeing their fellow human beings devastated, at
times tell themselves that the men are would-be attackers who could have annihilated
Israel.

When the war began, the Israeli soldiers fought in the Sinai, where their enemy

remained a distant other. It seemed, as one man states, that the Egyptians almost “weren’t

255 “Disillusioned by War, Israeli Soldiers muted in 1967, are Given Fuller Voice.” The New York Times,
Jan 25, 2015.
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human.” Another man adds, “It was like shooting at dolls.” The viewer too, seeing only
footage of Israeli troops, is kept at a remove from the Egyptian fighters. But the film
keeps excavating. A reminder of the enemy’s human-ness momentarily penetrates when a
solider describes finding photos of the children of an officer he has just shot. After the
soldiers conquer the Suez, they begin to face the enemy up close. Excruciating footage
of Egyptian prisoners of war dying of thirst accompanies a narration of the Israeli
soldiers’ reactions, which ranged from disdain to pity, to wondering “how they would
have treated us.” What follows is a crescendo of horrifying testimony about the murder
of unarmed soldiers and civilians. At almost exactly the midway point or center of the
film, we arrive in Jerusalem at the Lion’s Gate. Footage shows us soldiers at the archway
shooting their way into the Old City and announcing ecstatically, “The Temple Mount is
in our hands!” Here, in what many Israeli’s consider the heart of the country, the film
bears witness to some of the most extreme of the 1967 atrocities. The people we see in
the archival footage are no longer soldiers or prisoners of war but civilians—men, women
and children of all ages. We witness the moment these citizens are turned into refugees.
We see them being rounded up and loaded onto truck after truck packed to the gills with
people and belongings. We hear about them being slaughtered at random. And here
references to the Holocaust return to the soldiers’ narratives: “When you see a whole
village go, like sheep, wherever they’re taken, and there is no sign of resistance, you
realize what ‘Holocaust’ means.... The Arabs were having experiences similar to those
we had in World War II. Perhaps that’s the tragedy. That I identified with the other side.

With the enemy.” (Emphasis added.)
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The film, structured like the psychoanalytic process, has reached its innermost
core. It now slowly works its way out to the other side, closing with statements on Israel

today from the ex-soldiers in the present.

Embedded Viewing

In a work whose voices and visuals are as tautly woven together as they are in
Censored Voices, which marshals its disparate sonic and visual elements to advance with
few detours toward its core revelations, there is a recurring utterance not easily sublated
by the film’s dominant narrative voice: segments of ABC period news coverage with
reporter Bob Young.

Unlike the archival footage which, devoid of markers of time and place, takes on
an oneiric glow, as if arising from the soldiers’ psyches, the news reportage is situated by
location and date. In the first clip, originally aired in May 1967 before the war began, two
remarkable graphics flash up on the screen. The first is a map displaying a tiny Israel
surrounded by encroaching planes and tanks, conjuring swarming insects, massing in
Egypt, Jordan and Syria. The Arab countries, all the same color on the map, are made
indistinguishable whereas Israel is clearly separated by a different color. The map

perfectly visualizes encirclement aesthetics.
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Fig. 4.5. Encirclement aesthetics. Israel under threat. ABC News, 1967, in Censored Voices.

The image is immediately followed by another graphic that in different form conveys the
same message, which is that Israel is threatened and outnumbered by its collective Arab
neighbors. The second image depicts a tiny figure wearing a Star of David, standing
above the number 3. Beside the tiny figure, there is a towering figure wearing a turban
and a star and crescent, standing above the number 100. Israel is depicted as outnumbered

100:3.
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Fig. 4.6. Isracl seen as dwarfed by Arab neighbors. ABC News, 1976. Censored Voices.

Reporter Bob Young tells us that, despite the risk of annihilation, Israel holds on to “a
mystical sense of invincibility.” The word “mystical” gestures, if obliquely, toward
Israel’s claim of ancient rights to the land. The map will reappear intermittently
throughout the film, showing Israel’s improbable victories and expansion and visualizing
the Arab armies’ retreat.

In the second and third news segments with Bob Young covering the Six-Day
War, the reporter is embedded in the frame with the soldiers he interviews. His
camaraderie with the men is evident in the way they joke and interact together. In the

third clip, we see smoke rising from Gaza in the distance as Young lets the soldiers report
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directly to the viewer. Soldier: “Well, we got there early in the morning and bombed a
few houses where there were Arabs with guns....” Young: “It looks like the job is pretty

complete then?” Soldier: “Yes, in an hour or two it will be cleaned.” Young: “You going

to celebrate and do a little singing up here tonight?”’

Fig. 4.7. American Reporter Bob Young jokes with Israeli soldiers as they prepare for war.
ABC News, 1967, Censored Voices.

Fig. 4.8. Bob Young and Israeli soldiers gaze over Gaza after a village has been “cleaned.”
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When the final ABC clip begins, Young stands in front of hundreds of makeshift tents. In
the background we see destitute women and children, whose forlorn faces at times fill the

screen. Young reads the following text from a piece of paper in his hand:

Most of the refugees here are women and children. Some of the husbands are here too but they are
out of sight, nursing feelings of mixed desperation and hatred, not wanting to be filmed. Virtually
all bring stories of Israeli brutality. Their villages have been deliberately destroyed, they say, so
that they would have to move. They do not believe that the Western World wants to know their
story and they say Israel is the 51% state of the United States of America and American
imperialism is the cause of their misery. This largest of the refugee camps has a population of
7500 with more coming in every day. The only thing growing here are seeds of revenge. ABC
News, Amman.

In the previous news segments, Young and ABC invited the American viewer to identify
completely with the Israeli soldiers. In one, Young, along with the soldiers, looked at
far-off, just-conquered Gaza with a celebratory gaze. He allowed the soldiers to narrate
their war victories directly without interjecting an “objective” perspective. In this final
segment, at the Jordanian refugee camp, the newscaster’s position has radically shifted.
Whereas before, he was visually and metaphorically embedded with the Israeli soldiers
and encouraged complete identification with the men, now he stands alone. We hear the
out-of-sight Arab men’s stories not from them, as was the case with the Israelis, but
mediated through Young, who distinguishes between his voice and theirs by strategically
interjecting “they say.”*® The “liveness” of the Palestinian men’s experience is further
diluted since Young reads the report. The news segment displays a fascinating mix of

sympathy, horror, incredulity, and threat. Viewers are likely first hit with the shock of

2% Interestingly, in Khleifi’s Ma 'loul Celebrates its Own Destruction, a Palestinian school teacher required
by Israeli law to teach Palestinian school children Israeli history, does so in an even, diplomatic tone.
However his frequent insertion of “They say...” before talking about early Zionist claims to the land acts as
a subtle form of resistance.
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seeing the newly created refugee camp, a direct result of the Six-Day War, and the

devastated faces of the women and children.

Fig. 4.9. Bob Young, shortly after the 1967 War, stands alone in front of a newly created refugee camp,
contemplating the effects of the war. ABC News, Censored Voices.

Fig. 4.10. The poor look appropriately poor. Children are
among the new refugees in the camp. ABC News /Censored Voices.

But the Israeli brutality intermingles, in Young’s report, with easily dismissed rhetoric
about “American imperialism” and Israel being the “51% state.” Edward Said has

remarked: “On the one hand, Palestinians stand against invisibility.... on the other hand,
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they stand against stereotype in the media.”*>’ Here the men, unseen, must stand against
both. In a remarkable one or two minutes the newscaster transforms the Palestinians
from victims (of “Israeli brutality’”) worthy of our sympathy (if not identification) to
potential threat warranting our fear (of their “seeds of revenge”).

The ABC news footage doubles back on Censored Voices, producing potentially
disruptive resonances, uncannily echoing, magnifying and exaggerating a subject position
that operates in more subtle ways within the film. Indeed the ABC map showing Israel
encircled by Arab nations visualizes the expository titles that begin the film: “On June
5% 1967, the armies of Egypt, Syria and Jordan were amassed on Israel’s border,
threatening to annihilate it.” While we may be encouraged to read the ABC news
coverage critically—although a brief exchange I had with Loushy suggested this might
not be intended—its reiteration in different form of the initial authorial text redoubles the
idea that Israel is a threatened nation. Furthermore, couldn’t we consider our perspective,
focalized as it is entirely through the Israeli gaze, as a kind of embedded viewing that

echoes in much more subtle form Young’s embedded reporting?>*® Like the out-of-sight

257 Edward Said, preface to Dreams of a Nation: On Palestinian Cinema (New York: Verso, 2006) 3.

238 A self-reflexive criticism of this kind of embedding of the viewer can be found in Avi Mograbi’s Z32
(2008). The film occupies an intriguing place within the Israeli perpetrator genre. I read the work as a
powerful meta-film that acts as a critique of the genre. In it, we are trapped with a young soldier and his
girlfriend, whose identities are disguised by digital masks. Rather than comfortably identifying with the
soldier’s narrative, as we do in Censored Voices and in other works in the genre, we are made to feel
trapped and suffocated by the insularity of the space. We are forced to listen to the tale of the soldier’s
murder of a Palestinian policeman multiple times, told by the soldier himself and by his girlfriend. The
digital masks resemble human faces so closely that we at times may think they are the actual faces of the
interviewees. A shot revealing their artifice will remind us again of the disguise, and that the soldier could
be charged with war crimes for his actions. Mograbi intercuts the scenes with the soldier with Brechtian-
like episodes in his living room. The director performs a song about how his film is sheltering a murderer
instead of turning him over to face criminal charges. In one scene with the soldier that dramatically departs
from the interior scenes, Mograbi drives the soldier to the location where the murder took place. En route
in the car, Mograbi stops to ask (in Arabic) a Palestinian man for directions. Afterwards he turns to the
soldier joking, “Like my Arabic?” The intimacy with the solider in this moment seems to uncomfortably
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men in the refugee camp, whose tales of Israeli brutality we only hear filtered through
Young, the Arab victims of the 67 war themselves remain voiceless within Censored
Voices. Like the interview between Ophuls and the Count in The Sorrow and the Pity,
which unleashed a suspicion that pervaded the entire film, the ABC news segment
doubles back onto Censored Voices, destabilizing what seemed a comfortable subject
position. However while Ophuls’ films invite suspicion and discomfort as an essential
component of critical viewing, Censored Voices, with its emphasis on full revelation and
truth, and its integrated narrative voice, seems to work against this type of counter-

reading of the documentary as a form in general and of Censored Voices in particular.

draw our attention to the tendency in the Israeli perpetrators genre to encourage intimacy between the
director, and by extension the viewer, and the perpetrator.
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CONCLUSION
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Fig. 5.1 Screen Shot from Eyal Sivan’s Montage Interdit.

Ophuls and Sivan’s film in progress opens with a voice over a black screen exclaiming,
“Jean Luc! Jean Luc!” A cut reveals Ophuls, outside Godard’s house telling him it’s time
to go to Tel Aviv and make a film. A moment later, Godard appears at the door, tells
Ophuls to leave him alone, and slams the door in face. After this tongue-in-cheek scene,
the screen cuts to black and the title “a film by Marcel Ophuls and Eyal Sivan,” appears.
Ophuls and Godard, in a public conversation in 2009, had discussed making a film on

Israel and Palestine but couldn't agree on an approach (Godard wanted it to focus on
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“being Jewish.”)?° While a Godard/Ophuls film has yet to come about, Sivan built his
first interactive documentary around Godard’s filmic opus and included excerpts of
Godard and Ophuls’ 2009 filmed conversation.

Montage Interdit (Forbidden Montage) launched in 2012 and was co-presented at
Berlin Documentary Forum 2 with Robert Stam and Ella Shohat, who are part of the
project. Sivan describes Montage Interdit as a “web-based documentary practice [in
progress].” The web project places disparate but often interlocking histories together on
one screen, reifying what has existed, as I have been arguing, in inchoate form—as
haunting—in many of the documentary interview films discussed in this dissertation. The
technology of new media enables Sivan to create an interactive website with cross-
referenced footage and interviews such that violent histories spanning from the distant
past to the present, separated by time and space, become literally linked with the click of
a user’s hand. We ourselves can create montages, often “forbidden” ones, by clicking
within an interview, interrupting its unfolding to cut to another clip or interview. Sivan’s
web project allows us to see multiple histories together on one plane.

The title of Sivan’s project refers to the famous 1956 debate between André Bazin
and Jean-Luc Godard, which appeared in the pages of Cahiers du Cinema. In his essay,
“Montage Interdit,” Bazin argues for the long take over editing, whereas in “Montage,
mon beau souci” (“Montage, my beautiful care””) Godard maintains that montage is the
essence of cinema. Sivan’s project extracts numerous clips from Godard’s oeuvre and

embeds multiple interviews with filmmakers and scholars, who discuss the work. Sivan’s

259 A film by Frederic Choffet and Vincent Lowy of their conservation entitled Marcel Ophuls et Jean-Luc
Godard: The Meeting in St. Gervais is available on DVD.
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project is visually vertiginous on first encounter; we are confronted with a screen that
looks like multiple horizontally arranged film strips. Scattered here and there over some
of the strips are white-boxed uppercase words: ALGERIA, ANTISEMITISM, ARAB,
AFRICA, CHRISTIANITY, GENOCIDE, FASCISM, ISLAM-MUSULMAN, ISRAEL,
JLG CONTROVERSY, MONTAGE/IMAGE, NATIVE AMERICAN, NAZISM,
OCCIDENT/WEST, PALESTINE, TERROR, SHOA/NAKBA. All refer to issues taken
on in Godard’s films. We don’t see or listen to perpetrator testimony but their presence is
evoked through the tags of different atrocities. Rather than a pentimento of denial like
many of the documentary interviews that have been the focus of this dissertation, the
screen flattens out the layers, placing different but related atrocities on one plane visible
simultaneously.

Clicking on a frame near one of the words will activate an interview with a
scholar, usually conducted by Sivan over Skype, on the topic. With a click, the selected
frame enlarges and slowly slides across the screen as the interview proceeds. Clicking
other nearby frames will bring up related interviews or clips from relevant films. Multiple
clicks by the user will give rise to two or more interviews playing simultaneously in
adjacent moving squares accompanied by more white-boxed titles. It becomes clear that
there are numerous combinations of clips and interviews and numerous mini
“documentaries,” which the user can generate from the material. While one interview on
a particular topic may focus our gaze, the words in capital letters on various historical and
theoretical issues and the still images ready to come alive with a click never leave our

purview.
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It is in this way that Sivan (through Godard) powerfully realizes the “montage
interdit”—visually placing discrete but related historical traumas adjacent to one another,
often encouraging forbidden comparisons such as Shoa/Nakba, Algeria and Anti
Semitism, Islam-Musulman. Although the interviews and clips themselves move from
left to right across the screen, the visual space creates connections and linkages vertically,
horizontally, diagonally and all across the site. Rather than ghostly echoes haunting a
filmic interview space, here we create interrelations and new links between historical
events and view testimony of disparate but interconnected atrocities simultaneously.
New media can visualize a multidirectional history and memory, or as Debarati Sanyal
has termed, a crabwalk of history, in ways distinct from the linear form of traditional
film. We can view the different historical atrocities here in non-chronological and non-
hierarchical terms and, through clicking, listening and viewing, witness the links between
them. Sanyal, commenting on global patterns of violence, remarks that “This structural
implication in atrocities of all kinds is the dark side of the ‘connective turn’ in a modern
age of mass media and digital technology.” Sanyal wisely cautions against blindly
celebrating new digital technology.

As we have seen, Sivan’s work has insistently used the visual medium to make
forbidden montages, whether in the barber scene in Route 181, which recalled the Bomba
interview in Shoah, or in The Specialist, which closed with Eichmann imaged as the
contemporary corporate criminal. In a split-screen documentary also made in 2012 called
Common State, Potential Conversation about a common or one-state solution for Israel

and Palestine, Sivan, I suggest, uses the divided screen as a feint. Placing Palestinian
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interviewees on the left side of the screen and Israeli interviewees on the right, the film
first appears to ascribe to the “objective,” or “balanced” viewpoint of the Israeli
Palestinian conflict. The screen, divided in half, seems at first to impose a symmetry on
an asymmetrical situation. However, we soon realize that the visual division between the
Palestinian and Israeli sides of the screen does not correspond with divided views on a
solution to the occupation. Instead, the Palestinian and Israeli artists, scholars and writers
Sivan interviews share virtually identical opinions. Both sides are in favor of a one-state
solution. As one interviewee speaks, Sivan films another interviewee on the other side of
the screen listening, nodding and agreeing to the statements. Sivan uses the split screen to
underscore the futility of forcibly separating Muslims and Jews, Palestinians and Israelis,
much as Khleifi and Sivan followed the imaginary UN partition line in Route 181 to point
to the absurdity of separation. As we watch Common State, the line that bisects the screen
begins to fall away as more and more links are forged between the two sides. The film
encourages the viewer to envision with Sivan and the interviewees the possibility for a
common state some time in the future. We can compare Common State with the 2008
interactive web documentary Gaza/Sderot: Life in Spite of Everything, an Arte
production. For a month Israeli and Palestinian production teams chronicled the lives of
six Palestinians living in Gaza and six Israelis living in Sderot, just across the border.
Two-minute portraits posted each week on a split screen—the left side for Gaza, the right
for Sderot. The user can click on either side to watch the mini-films and can also
navigate the site for extra material. Gaza/Sderot’s powerfully and sympathetically

documents the lives of Israelis and Palestinians who suffer on a daily basis from the
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occupation. However, unlike Common State, which in a form of détournment, turns the
split screen format against itself, Gaza/Sderot fits itself squarely into the two-side
framework and thus reinforces a false symmetry often imposed on the occupation.

In Ici et Ailleurs (Here and Elsewhere, 1974), one the films extracted and
discussed by many of the commentators in Montage Interdit, Godard and Anne-Marie
Mieville incorporate footage from an unfinished film made during Godard’s Dziga
Vertov period. In 1970 the Arab league commissioned Jean-Luc Godard and Jean-Pierre
Gorin to make a film about the Palestinian revolutionary movement in Jordan. Before the
film, entitled Jusqua la victoire, was complete, however, a number of its principle
“actors” (to use Godard’s word) were slaughtered by the Jordanians during “Black
September.” Here and Elsewhere teases us with a neat opposition: we are invited to read
the “here” as France and the “elsewhere” as the Palestinian world. The film juxtaposes
domestic scenes of a French family with the footage of the Fatah training camps. But the
film resists this neat pairing. There is an immediate ontological mismatch in the
juxtaposition of fiction (the French family) and “documentary” (the Palestinians), and a
temporal mismatch as well. The insertion of the scenes of the French family displays the
disenchantment with French politics, whereas the footage of the Palestinian training
camps contains the hope of victory, which will soon be dashed.

While the intercutting between France and the Palestinian training camps in
Jordan suggests a clear separation between “here” and “elsewhere,” this opposition
becomes unsustainable as it proves impossible to keep the “here” and “elsewhere” from

blending into one another. When Mieville and Godard’s deconstructive analyses break
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the surface of the images of Jusqu 'a la victoire, what emerges underneath often leads
back to the “here” of the West. As we watch a young Palestinian girl recite lines from a
revolutionary poem, Mieville remarks that the girl is innocent but her theatrical gestures
and tone are not: they are steeped in a domineering style of politics that takes us back to
the French Revolution.

The title Ici et Ailleurs also suggests an ineluctable pull in the image away from
the “here” of what we see to an “elsewhere.” “You produce your image with mine”
Godard comments in the voiceover. The division between here and elsewhere becomes
even more blurred when we consider that film unwinds before spectators in their own
“here,” which produces a leveling effect on all the images: all are elsewhere to the “here”
from which we view them.

In Here and Elsewhere, Godard laments the enslavement of film images, unable
to break out of an endless chain that links one image to another and another. Extracting
numerous clips from Godard’s oeuvre and positioning them in new contexts and
associations, Montage Interdit seems to suggest one way out of this ineluctable chain.
When the viewer-interactant** first encounters Montage Interdit, however, we are likely
overwhelmed with the stimuli and visually dense image and may experience at first a
visceral uneasiness. It is only after spending considerable time navigating the site that we
can become familiar with the configurations. Montage Interdit thus charts in some ways
an inverse course to the haunted or ruptured interview spaces I have discussed at length

in this study. Rather than moving from familiar to uncomfortably strange, Montage

260 “Interactant” is Siobhan O’Flynn’s term for viewer-users of interactive web documentaries.
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Interdit becomes increasingly legible as the connections it forges between different but

connected histories seem to gradually move from strange or forbidden to familiar.
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