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Meta’s Censorship of Pro-
Palestinian Voices Before  
7 October 2023
Meta, the parent company of Facebook and 
Instagram, has a well-documented record of 
crackdowns on pro-Palestinian content.1

Meta’s main forms of censorship include: 

·	 Removal of posts, stories, and comments

·	 Suspension or permanent disabling of accounts

·	 Restrictions on the ability to engage with 
content —such as liking, commenting, sharing, 
and reposting on stories—for a specific period, 
ranging from 24 hours to three months

·	 Restrictions on the ability to follow or tag other 
accounts

·	 Restrictions on the use of certain features, such 
as Instagram/Facebook Live, monetization, and 
recommendation of accounts to non-followers

·	 Shadow banning, which is the significant 
decrease in the visibility of an individual’s posts, 
stories, or account, without notification, due to a 
reduction in the distribution or reach of content 
or disabling of searches for accounts2 

In September 2023, after an Al Jazeera Arabic 
investigation into Meta’s censorship of Palestinian 
content, Al Jazeera Arabic presenter Tamer Almisshal 
had his Facebook profile deleted by Meta 24 hours 
after the programme aired.3 The programme’s 
investigation included admissions by Eric Barbing, 
the former head of Israel’s cybersecurity apparatus, 
about his organisation’s effort to track Palestinian 
content according to criteria that included “liking”  
a photo of a Palestinian killed by Israeli forces.4 

Censorship during the 2021 
protests in Sheikh Jarrah
In 2021, when the planned takeovers by Israeli 
authorities of Palestinian homes in the Sheikh Jarrah 
neighbourhood of occupied East Jerusalem triggered 
protests, Meta censored pro-Palestine content on 
Facebook and Instagram.5 Human Rights Watch 
(HRW) found that Meta was silencing many people 
arbitrarily and without explanation, replicating online 
some of the same power imbalances and rights abuses 
on the ground.6 

In 2021, a Meta-commissioned report found that the 
company’s flawed content moderation policies had 
stopped Palestinians from sharing “information and 
insights about their experiences as they occurred”  
and had a negative “human rights impact”.7 

The word ‘resistance’ which Meta itself had used to 
describe Ukrainians’ fight against Russia’s attacks, 
was the reason why some Palestinian posts were 
taken down in May 2021.8 
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A report by Human Rights Watch (HRW) found 
that the censorship of content related to Palestine on 
Instagram and Facebook is systemic and global since 
7 October 2023. Meta’s inconsistent enforcement 
of its own policies led to the erroneous removal of 
content about Palestine.9

Between October and November 2023, there were 
over 1,050 takedowns and other suppression of 
Instagram and Facebook content that had been posted 
by Palestinians and their supporters, including about 
human rights abuses.10 

Of the 1,050 cases, 1,049 involved peaceful content 
in support of Palestine that was censored or otherwise 
unduly suppressed, with only one case involving the 
removal of content in support of Israel.11

HRW documented a pervasive “pattern of undue 
removal and suppression of protected speech, 
including peaceful expression in support of Palestine 
and public debate about Palestinian human rights”.12 

For hundreds of posts, Meta applied its “Dangerous 
Organisations and Individuals” (DOI) policy, which 
aims to stop “organisations or individuals that 
proclaim a violent mission” from producing content.13 
Meta has misused this policy to broadly restrict 
legitimate speech around hostilities between Israel 
and Palestinian armed groups.14

Nearly a third of censored posts could not be 
appealed because of glitches in the appeals system, 
leaving users without access to redress.15

Meta has also supressed recorded evidence of Israeli 
human rights violations in Gaza by reducing the 
visibility of videos such as the Al-Ahli Arab hospital 
bombing, and posts that include the pre-Nakba map 
of Palestine.16 

Meta platforms have also repeatedly considered the 
symbolic image of the Palestinian flag as a harmful 
symbol and automatically hid it in posts (without 
deleting it).17 Meta also placed excessive restrictions 
on Arabic content and considered it to be violating 
its platform guidelines, while permitting the same 
content if written in English.18 

Simultaneously, incitement and hate speech in 
Hebrew surged virtually unchecked on social media 
platforms.19 

Banning of #AlAqsa_Flood
Facebook banned the hashtag   
(Al-Aqsa Flood), which undermined Palestinian 
freedom of organisation and assembly, considering 
the hashtag a form of collective action and 
organisation on the internet.20 

On the other hand, Facebook allowed complete 
freedom of organisation to Israelis on Meta’s 
platforms through Hashtag “# “,  
which is the name given by the Israeli authorities  
to the war on Gaza.21 
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US senators sent letter to  
Mark Zuckerberg 
In a letter to Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg in 
December 2023, US Senator Elizabeth Warren 
presented the company with dozens of specific 
questions about the company’s Gaza-related content 
moderation efforts.22 Senator Warren asked about 
the exact numbers of posts about the war, broken 
down by Hebrew or Arabic, that have been deleted or 
otherwise suppressed.23 

Meta refused to answer questions by US Senators 
Elizabeth Warren and Bernie Sanders on its 
censorship on Gaza.24 “Meta insists that there’s been 
no discrimination against Palestinian-related content 
on their platforms, but at the same time, is refusing to 
provide us with any evidence or data to support that 
claim,” Senator Warren said.25 “If its ad-hoc changes 
and removal of millions of posts didn’t discriminate 
against Palestinian-related content, then what’s Meta 
hiding?”26

An Overview of Meta’s Censorship of Pro-Palestinian 
Voices Since 7 October 2023 continued...
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Shadow Banning or 
Deleting Pro-Palestinian 
Accounts
Since 7 October 2023, hundreds of users have 
accused Instagram of censoring their posts  
supporting Palestine.27 Many users specifically 
reported that what they were sharing on Instagram 
was being shadow banned—that is, hidden for 
everyone except the original user who posted.28 

An investigation by The Markup found that  
Instagram heavily demoted nongraphic images  
of Israel’s attacks on Gaza, deleted captions and  
hid comments without notification, suppressed 
hashtags, and limited users’ ability to appeal 
moderation decisions.29

The investigation found:

·	 When Instagram removed content that The 
Markup sources posted about Israeli attacks on 
Gaza, users were not always shown the option to 
appeal the decision.

·	 Instagram deleted content for violating a specific 
guideline, but the content did not appear to 
violate said guideline.

·	 Accounts experienced drops in reach or 
engagement without any notification that the 
visibility of their content might have been 
affected.30

Following 7 October 2023, Instagram’s translation 
software replaced “Palestinian” followed by the 
Arabic phrase “Praise be to Allah” to “Palestinian 
terrorists” in English.31 

03



10  |  PALESTINE - META CENSORSHIP OF PRO-PALESTINIAN VOICES  |  APRIL 2024

Reducing the 
Visibility of Political 
Content on Instagram

04 <  BACK TO CONTENTS

© Arshad Arbab (EFE)



11  |  PALESTINE - META CENSORSHIP OF PRO-PALESTINIAN VOICES  |  APRIL 2024

Reducing the Visibility 
of Political Content on 
Instagram
Dozens of Instagram users reported to CNBC that 
posts or stories which include ground footage of the 
war in Gaza or social commentary by Palestinian 
or pro-Palestinian voices, received less engagement 
than other posts of theirs not related to the war.32 
Posts often take longer to be seen by followers, or are 
sometimes skipped in a sequence of stories.33

Since 7 October 2023, Facebook made some 
temporary updates that reprogrammed comment 
methods and the publishing audience and reducing 
accessibility capabilities.34 For example, the default 
status for the publishing audience became ‘friends’ 
only.35 Many users do not notice these changes, 
which serves as a de facto policy of silencing and 
suppression of speech, especially in contexts of war 
and crises.36 

In March 2024, META automatically rolled out a new 
setting that reduces “political content” on Instagram 
and Threads, with users’ visibility of political content 
being pre-set to ‘limited’ unless users went to settings 
to reset the restriction.37 

The new setting applies to the content users see in 
their Feed, Reels, Explore page, and the Suggested 
Users parts of Instagram and Threads.38 According 
to Instagram’s blog post announcing the feature, 
accounts are classified as political if “they’ve recently 
posted political content”.39

Meta’s definition of political content is vague.40 In-
app settings describe “political content” as “likely 
to mention governments, elections, or social topics 
that affect a group of people and/or society at 
large” which can encompass all content related to 
Palestinian rights, the genocide in Gaza and criticism 
of the Israeli government.41

Furthermore, Instagram has sometimes restricted 
fundraising capabilities for the Gaza Strip.42 The 
Games for Gaza charity package, which aims to 
raise money for Palestinian medical aid, faced major 
challenges on Instagram due to the restrictions.43 
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Why Meta is Censoring  
Pro-Palestinian Content
A likely reason for Instagram’s censorship of pro-
Palestinian content is because of the pro-Israel stance 
of many senior staff.44  

·	 The head of Instagram and former executive 
of Facebook, Adam Bosseri, is an Israeli-
American.45 

·	 David Fischer, Director of Financial Revenue at 
Facebook, is the son of the governor of the Bank 
of Israel.46 

·	 Amy Palmor, who is head of Israel’s Cyber 
Unit and is on Facebook’s oversight board, 
is the former director of the Israeli Ministry 
of Justice.47 This raises questions about the 
independence of this oversight board.48 Israel’s 
Cyber Unit sends tens of thousands of annual 
requests to tech giants to remove pro-Palestinian 
content.49

·	 Mark Zuckerberg has also posted his support 
for Israel, labelling Hamas’ attack on 7 October 
2023 “pure evil”.50 

Furthermore, the former director of the Israeli Cyber 
Unit, Eric Barbing, has stated that Israel officially 
asks Meta to delete words or phrases that the 
government deems offensive.51 The former Israeli 
official said that Facebook quickly responds and 
removes most of the content that violates Israel’s 
expectations.52
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How Meta’s Censorship 
Infringes Human  
Rights Law
Under the United Nations Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights, companies have a 
responsibility to avoid infringing on human rights, 
identify and address the human rights impacts of 
their operations, and provide meaningful access to a 
remedy to those whose rights they abused.53 

Social media companies, including Meta, have an 
obligation under these guiding principles to align 
their content moderation policies and practices 
with international human rights standards, ensuring 
that decisions to take down content are transparent 
and not overly broad or biased, and enforcing their 
policies consistently.54
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