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Abstract
In my contribution to this forum, I want to focus on the silencing of human shields 
within the prevailing frames of war/law. Focusing on the destruction of al-Jalaa 
tower by the Israeli Defence Forces (IDF), I argue that Human Shields: A History 
of People in the Line of Fire enables us to see how the figure of the human shield 
was invoked to legitimize this violence whilst denying the victims a voice within 
debates about the harm inflicted upon them. Although the book enables us to trace 
how the discourse on human shielding works to dehumanize and depoliticize the 
victims, I encourage the authors to think about the silences and omissions in their 
own work and to think about what could be done to contest these silences. I draw on 
the work of Gayatri Spivak, Jacques Rancière, and Banu Bargu to illustrate my con-
cerns about the problem and potential solutions to this problem.
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Introduction

I finished re-reading Human Shields: A History of People in the Line of Fire the day 
before the Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) bombed al-Jalaa tower, an 11-storey apart-
ment building in central Gaza that housed several media outlets. The importance of 
the book was immediately and terrifyingly apparent. The IDF claimed that the attack 
was lawful because the building “contained military assets belonging to the intelli-
gence offices of the Hamas terror organisation” (IDF, 2021a). The IDF argued that 
Hamas was responsible for the damage to civilian property because it “chooses to 
hide among civilians” (IDF, 2021b). In a subsequent statement, the IDF argued that 
the apartment building had been “vetted” in accordance with IDF procedures, that 
“significant efforts” were made so that civilians could evacuate the building, and 
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that “the evacuation process was meticulous [so…] no civilians were harmed” (IDF, 
2021c). As Neve Gordon and Nicola Perugini argue, statements like these reinforce 
the illusion that lethal force can be carefully calibrated to ensure that the military 
can continue to kill those who need to be killed without causing unnecessary harm 
to civilians (2020, pp. 176–177). When civilians die or their homes are decimated, 
Gordon and Perugini show how statements like these enable the perpetrator to disa-
vow responsibility for any death and destruction, locating it instead with the mili-
tants accused of hiding behind human shields or the civilians who failed to evacuate 
the blast area (2020, pp. 176–177).

Human Shields became an invaluable companion in the weeks that followed the 
attack on al-Jalaa, outlining the conceptual tools needed to navigate the legal arguments 
that ensued. The book does so many important things. It traces the origin and evolu-
tion of the term, explaining the distinction that is often drawn between voluntary and 
involuntary shields (2020, p. 6). It documents specific historical examples where civil-
ians have volunteered to serve as shields, where civilians have been forced to serve as 
shields, and examples where civilians have been classified as human shields without 
them knowing. Gordon and Perugini also explain how the figure of the human shield 
has been weaponized in debates about contemporary practices of violence with bellig-
erents invoking it to “legitimize the use of lethal force against innocent people” (2020, 
p. 10). What really interested me, however, was how the discourse on human shielding 
works to dehumanize those classified as human shields, transforming these individuals 
into eminently killable subjects. Even though the term seems to reaffirm the human-
ity of those serving as human shields, Gordon and Perugini outline how ‘the story of 
human shields is also the story of those who have been included and those who have 
been excluded from the fold of humanity’ (2020, p. 6). In doing so, the book enables 
us to see how designating someone as a human shield can be profoundly depoliticizing, 
denying them a politically qualified voice in debates about the violence inflicted upon 
their homes, their communities, and their bodies.

It is this that I wanted to focus on in my contribution to the symposium because 
something that really struck me after the attack on al-Jalaa was the complete absence 
of civilian voices. Several impressive legal commentaries were published in the weeks 
that followed, each assessing IDF claims that the attack was lawful. These commentar-
ies invoked the usual principles and quoted the usual experts as they subjected IDF 
claims to critical scrutiny. Missing from these analyses were the civilians who lived 
and worked inside the building—the people the IDF had categorized as shields. None 
of the commentaries engaged with their testimony as victims, witnesses or protagonists 
let alone experts on the devastating consequences of military violence. Human shields 
were not cited in these commentaries, their concerns were not invoked, and their argu-
ments were not picked apart—they were simply ignored. What interests me is how the 
dehumanization of human shields works to render their voices inaudible or unintelligi-
ble in debates about this violence and I am interested in whether the dehumanization 
and depoliticization of human shields can be contested. Using the attack on al-Jalaa as 
an example, I want to point to the many openings in Human Shields that enables us to 
think through and challenge the dehumanizing logic that denies human shields a politi-
cally qualified position within these legal debates, but I also want to draw attention to 
the book’s own silences and omissions.
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Gordon and Perugini have always sought to prioritize the voices of civilians in 
their work on human shields, but I want to press them on some of the methodologi-
cal challenges they encountered trying to excavate these voices from the archives. I 
want to hear their thoughts on whether there is an ethical imperative to foreground 
these voices in the debates about human shields and whether this will be sufficient 
to contest the depoliticizing logic that treats them as passive objects. For me, there 
is an ethical imperative, but I am also concerned that simply adding these voices 
will not contest the epistemic violence that denies them a politically qualified voice 
within the legal debate and so renders their voices inaudible.

Absent voices

The absence of civilian voices from debates about the legitimacy of the attack on 
al-Jalaa was not because civilians were silent. Fares Akram is a journalist with the 
Associated Press, which had offices inside the building. Before the IDF obliterated 
the building, Akram described it as the “only place in Gaza I feel somewhat safe” 
(Akram, 2021a). He knew the IDF had coordinates for the building and was confi-
dent that the military would not target a building occupied by international journal-
ists. His confidence was misplaced. Shortly after the attack, Akram penned another 
article describing the panic he experienced when he awoke to discover the building 
was about to be attacked and the horror that engulfed him as he watched as it “dis-
appeared in a shroud of dust” (Akram, 2021b). Islam as-Zaeem paints an equally 
vivid picture, describing how he rushed into the building to recover files from his 
office before it was attacked. As he descended the staircase, he recalls how he “fell 
down several times in the dark, shouting and crying” (quoted in Al Jazeera, 2021a). 
Outside the building, its owner—Jawad Mahdi—was pleading with an Israeli intel-
ligence officer on the phone to allow people more time to remove their belongings 
from the tower block. When his requested was denied, Mahdi told officer that “you 
have destroyed our life’s work” (quoted in Al Jazeera, 2021a).

The residents of al-Jalaa had a lot to say about the attack, but their voices were 
noticeably absent in the legal debates. Michael Schmitt (2021) published his initial 
assessment a few days after the building was destroyed, concluding that “based on 
the open-source information presently available, the strike complied with the law 
of armed conflict”. Schmitt argues that the entire building would constitute a legiti-
mate military objective if militants were located inside the tower block as the IDF 
claimed. None of those inside the building—who the IDF allege were serving as 
involuntary human shields—were cited in his assessment. Although he acknowl-
edges that more evidence is needed, Schmitt argues that Hamas has a “long history 
of using human shielding as a tactic [so…] the IDF claim is colorable”.1 Brian Cox 
(2021) criticized those who claimed the strike was unlawful, suggesting that they 
have mis-applied the definition of military objective when assessing the attack. Cox 

1 Schmitt (2021) does link to a statement made by the Committee to Protect Journalists and a tweet from 
Amnesty Israel-Palestine.
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quotes several IDF statements insisting that the building was being used by a Hamas 
research and development unit, but he does not cite anyone living or working inside 
the building. Curiously, he refuses to pass judgement on the legitimacy of the attack, 
arguing that it is up to the military responsible for conducting the strike to decide 
whether it is lawful. Cox argues that his “abstention is deliberate [since…] I do not 
have access to all the information that is available to the IDF”. Several commen-
tators urged the IDF to reveal their evidence to avoid reputational harm, but con-
cluded that it is the perpetrator—rather than the victim—who determines whether 
the attack is legitimate (Bar-On, 2021; Cohen & Shany, 2021).

None of the legal commentaries produced in the immediate aftermath of the 
attack considered the perspectives of those inside the building shortly before it was 
attacked. None of them bothered to quote—let alone dispute—Hamas denials that 
militants were operating inside the building and using residents as human shields. 
And only one acknowledged an Associated Press statement disputing claims that 
Hamas were operating inside the building, but it dismisses this as ignorance, claim-
ing that the journalists were being made to serve as human shields “without their 
knowledge” (Bar-On, 2021). Arguments about the legitimacy of the attack will con-
tinue to proliferate so it is important to pay close attention to who is permitted to 
speak on these matters and whose voices are audible. Even those commentators who 
commended the attack relied almost exclusively on IDF statements. Adil Ahmad 
Haque (2021), for example, argued that the “attack on al-Jalaa tower was so obvi-
ously illegal that one wonders how the IDF could have thought otherwise”. Refer-
ring to IDF claims that its warnings were so effective that Hamas was able to remove 
equipment from the building, he concluded that the tower block was not a legitimate 
military objective at the time it was attacked. Picking apart the IDF case is an effec-
tive form of argument, but it is interesting that Haque does not quote the occupants, 
who have disputed the allegation that Hamas were operating inside the building in 
the first place (Al Jazeera, 2021b). It seems that only certain people are permitted to 
speak on these matters and only certain voices can be heard in these debates. The 
voices of those who were forced to evacuate the building and who lost homes in the 
attack were noticeably absent within the prevailing legal framework.

Contesting the silence

Even when commentators disagree with the position of the IDF, its statements are 
cited, its social media accounts are quoted, and its arguments are heard. The same 
cannot be said for the victims, whose voices are often missing from these legal 
debates. The occupants of this building were not asked to comment on allegations 
they were being used as human shields, they were not asked to comment on the dam-
age done to their property, and they were not asked to comment on the effectiveness 
of IDF warnings. As noted in the introduction, Human Shields has been an invalu-
able guide to this debate, drawing attention to the ways in which human shields can 
be weaponized to legitimize or delegitimize specific acts of violence. Although the 
book was published long before al-Jalaa was destroyed, Gordon and Perugini high-
light previous cases where the IDF has sought to disavow responsibility for civilian 
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casualties on the grounds that Hamas were operating inside densely populated civil-
ian areas (2020, pp. 170–175). On the one hand, they document how the discourse 
on human shielding works to constitute the human shield as an eminently killable 
subject by blurring the boundary between combatant and non-combatant (2020, pp. 
177–178). On the other hand, Gordon and Perugini outline how the discourse of 
human shielding also works to dehumanize and depoliticize the human shield, trans-
forming them into illicit actors in the case of voluntary shields and passive objects 
in the case of involuntary or proximate shields (2020, pp. 185–190).

Human Shields is a little less helpful when it comes to contesting the objecti-
fication and depoliticization of the civilian population, as the book contains its 
own silences and omissions. Although Gordon and Perugini document numerous 
instances where civilians have been categorized as human shields, few of these 
shields are permitted to speak. The book discusses the civilians trapped inside des-
ignated safe zones by the Sri Lankan military during the final stages of the civil war, 
but none of these shields are quoted in the text. Human Shields refers to the civilians 
forced to serve as shields by ISIS militants and explains how coalition forces used 
this to rationalize civilian casualties, but we do not hear from the shields themselves. 
And the book examines recent attacks on hospital in Yemen, which the Saudi-led 
coalition claims were being used by Houthi militants, but none of the medical per-
sonnel working inside these hospitals are cited. There are some notable exceptions, 
but Gordon and Perugini tend to engage with those who have volunteered to serve 
as human shields rather than those who have been categorized as such. There is a 
rich and detailed engagement with Agnes Maude Royden; a feminist pacifist who 
attempted to mobilize an army of human shields to create a buffer zone the warring 
parties during the invasion of Manchuria in 1931 (2020, pp. 53–59). Gordon and 
Perugini also engage directly with the environmental activists who have served as 
human shields to protect animals from attack, and the anti-war activists who trav-
elled to Baghdad before the invasion of Iraq in 2003 (2020, pp. 96–116). Neverthe-
less, the voices of involuntary shields and proximate shields do not feature quite so 
prominently.

The purpose of the book is not to give voice to those who have been categorized 
as human shields, but to trace how the figure has been marshalled to (de)legitimize 
the violence inflicted on the battlefield. No single book can be expected to do every-
thing, and Gordon and Perugini provide us with conceptual tools that could be used 
to trace how human shields have been silenced in these debates. Nevertheless, this 
omission seemed a little strange. I wanted to press Gordon and Perugini on whether 
they believe there is an imperative to include the voices of those who have served 
as shields and whether including these voices is sufficient to contest the dehuman-
izing and depoliticizing logic that rationalizes their exclusion in the first place. I am 
also curious what methodological problems Gordon and Perugini encountered when 
writing Human Shields when it came to excavating the voices of those who have 
served as human shields. Did they encounter these voices in the archives? Could 
they trace the exclusions? Were the voices of human shields ever taken seriously in 
debates about international humanitarian law? These issues interest me because I 
believe there is an ethical imperative to include these voices, but it is also something 
with which I have struggled in my own work. It is not clear that simply including 
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these voices will be sufficient to counter the epistemic violence that discounts their 
experiences of this violence, that renders their voices inaudible within these debates, 
and that denies them a politically qualified subject position within the prevailing 
frames of war.

Banu Bargu (2017) touches on these in her work on human shields, highlight-
ing both the active silencing of shields and the epistemic violence that renders their 
voices inaudible. Bargu is primarily concerned with voluntary human shielding, 
which she conceives as nonviolent resistance to armed conflict. She also expresses 
concern about the instrumentalization of human shields, but Bargu is particularly 
concerned about how their discursive deployment works to silence their voices and 
erase their agency. She argues that the legal debate has “little actual regard for either 
the knowledge or intentions of the civilian populations in question [and…] no use 
for their political agency” (2017, p. 300). She argues that the focus on legal manoeu-
vres of belligerents constricts the field of political possibility to the struggle between 
them, whilst reinforcing the “hegemonic construction of the civilian as a passive 
and voiceless, often feminized victim of violence” (2017, p. 302). In her view, the 
willingness of human beings to put their bodies in the line of fire challenges the 
assumption that civilians are inactive and ought to remain inactive during times of 
war. At the same time, she notes that the dominants framework of international law 
means that civilians will be criminalized for stepping outside the “well-scripted rep-
ertoire of political action” (2017, pp. 301–302). As Gayatri Spivak has argued in a 
completely different context, “even when the subaltern makes an effort to the death 
to speak, she is not able to be heard” (quoted in Landry & MacLean, 1996, p. 292).

My concern is that the objectification and devaluation of the civilian popula-
tion will mean that these voices will remain inaudible or unintelligible within legal 
debates, that the experiences of those serving as shields will be dismissed as back-
ground noise rather than politically qualified speech. So, the question I want to pose 
to Gordon and Perugini is whether more could be done to incorporate the voices of 
human shields and to ensure that these voices are heard within the prevailing legal 
debates. I am curious how the inclusion of these voices might disrupt the domi-
nant frames of reference, challenging not only hegemonic conceptions of the human 
shield but also how the violence inflicted is categorized.

Conclusion

As I scrolled through the various tweets about the attack on al-Jalaa, I was reminded 
of an essay that Jacques Rancière (2009) wrote in response to the suggestion that 
people had been overwhelmed with images of war and desensitized to their horrors. 
Rejecting the argument that we have seen too much, Rancière argued that:

If horror is banalized, it is not because we see too many images of it. We do not 
see too many suffering bodies on the screen. But we do see too many name-
less bodies, too many bodies incapable of returning the gaze that we direct at 
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them, too many bodies that are an object of speech without themselves having 
a chance to speak (2009, p. 96).

For him, the problem is that these debates are underpinned by a certain “distribu-
tion of the sensible”—an unspecified set of assumptions that establishes who is per-
mitted to speak on certain issues and who is condemned to silence, that determines 
what can be said about certain issues and what must remain unsaid, and which 
delimits what can be done in response to these problems and what appears to be 
undoable. Rancière is also interested in those short-lived moments of political pos-
sibility when those excluded from the established order attempt to speak within its 
terms, temporarily disrupting the structures that conspire to keep them silent (Ran-
cière, 2009, pp. 48–49). In these moments, he argues that it might be possible to 
invent new ways of being, new ways of seeing, and new forms of collective enuncia-
tion. What interests me is whether Gordon and Perugini see the same political pos-
sibilities in the voices of those serving as shields and what could be done to preserve 
their radical potential. Although Human Shields provides us with some insight into 
these opportunities, the book does not really engage with those who have been cat-
egorized as shields, so I would like to push the authors on this point.
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