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Prologue 

 

To travel can consist in operating a profoundly unsettling inversion of one’s identity.  
- Trinh T. Minh-ha  

 

The train comes to a halt at a small border town at the Canadian-U.S. settler colonial border 

arbitrarily cutting Turtle Island into pieces of white metal. A small van full of U.S. border 

patrol officers pulls up and enters the train. An announcement tells us to get our passports 

ready. My travel partner and I find ourselves in the first train carriage and are instructed by 

the officer to get up and go to the dining car and to each bring six U.S. Dollars to pay for our 

U.S. immigration stamps. We are the first to arrive in the dining car and are looking forward 

to getting this over with. The first officer we encounter is Officer Kane. White, rude, and 

power hungry he commands us to “sit down” and fill out the usual U.S. Customs and 

Immigration Form where we declare that we are not terrorists, that we have not been 

convicted of federal offenses, such as espionage, and we have not engaged in human 

trafficking. Kane commands us to pay six U.S. Dollars up front in cash. When we ask him 

whether we can pay in Canadian dollars or with a credit card; the answer is “no.” When we 

ask for a receipt it is not available. My travel companion and I look at each other in 

confusion, but decide it is best to not push this issue further. Having crossed this border by 

train and bus before, I cannot recall being asked to pay for a visa stamp. The Amtrak website 

has instructions for passengers crossing the border, but they do not mention anything about 

these six Dollars.  

 Another woman enters the dining car; she is of East Asian descent. Officer Kane 

starts interrogating her about the purpose of her visit and her destination in the U.S. In 

accented speech, she answers, “Syracuse” (a station on the journey) audible to my travel 

companion and I, but not to officer Kane. Her destination alarms him. The officer cries out to 

his partner, “Syria? Did she just say Syria? Are you from Syria ma’am?” Confused, the 

woman answers, “I am going to Syracuse.”  

 In the meantime a group of white Dutch tourists has entered the dining car. They just 

met on the train and are chatting and laughing about their journey, seemingly unaware that, 

for many of the folks assembled in the car, interrogation at the U.S. border is nerve wrecking 

and humiliating. Dutch passports, like my own, in combination with our whiteness, do not 

instill fear and anxiety in the passport holder, but generate a sense of self-evidence about 
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one’s right to enter as a tourist with a visa waiver. You do not have to tune in to the 

surrounding settings and register the sweaty hands or repressed anger and fear of your 

fellow passengers as they respond to the intrusive questions of immigration officers. These 

are passengers whose innocence is never guaranteed, no matter what box they tick on the 

immigration forms. The Dutch group feels at ease to joke with officer Kane and even he has 

to suppress a smile, convinced of their perceived innocence and purpose of travel.  

 Another man enters the dining car and is instructed to take a seat at the table across 

from us. We nervously smile at one another in this mobile restaurant-turned-immigration-

office. I see in his passport that he is from the Ivory Coast. The first thing Kane bellows is, 

“You better have your visa in order sir!,” as he hands the man all sorts of forms different from 

our own. He then turns to us, white and both European passport holders, “have you ever 

been to the following destinations: Syria, Sudan, Somalia, Yemen, Libya, Iran [and this was 

before Trump was elected into office]?” We answer “No” and he stamps our passports. We 

pace out of the dining car back to our seats where my travel companion has a breakdown 

because this is the first time they1 enter the U.S. without their U.S. citizenship. They were 

forced to renounce their U.S. citizenship in order to become a citizen of the E.U. country they 

have been living in for almost twenty years. The country doesn’t recognize dual nationality. 

As I enter their place of birth on a six-month J-1 Visiting Research Visa, they have to leave 

their place of birth after 90 days. 

 An hour or so later, everyone (hopefully) has been stamped and approved. As the 

train gathers speed, I try to look forward. My final destination is the University of California 

Santa Cruz’s Feminist Studies and History of Consciousness Department, where I am 

headed to finish this dissertation. Looking forward, the train becomes a microcosm for the 

beginning of the end of this project that has been written during, in conversation with, and 

as a response to the ongoing and rapidly transforming practices of differential citizenships 

and non-citizenships, ever-shifting borders, and nationalist, racist, gendered, sexualized, 

securitized, militarized, imperialist, patriarchal, colonial, and settler colonial violence that 

surrounds us. I think about Turtle Island and the imposition of arbitrary borders and 

histories on top of the blood that continues to color the earth and river red as the train 

follows its course from Tio’tia:ke (Iroquois), or Moniang (Algonquin) - known in colonial 

Quebecois French as Montréal – to Manna-hata (Algonquin), or Mennahatenk (Munsee 

Delaware), conquered by Dutch governor Peter Minuit in 1626 (rather than “purchased for a 

Dollar” as the myth goes) – known in colonial English as Manhattan. I think of ongoing 

                                                        
1 “They” in this sentence refers to the gender neutral “they” singular. 
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indigenous resistance to these settler colonial and imperial entanglements, such as the Idle 

No More Movement that was in full force during my first year as an external PhD Candidate 

at the University of Amsterdam. I was a visiting researcher at Concordia University 

(Tio’tia:ke) in the winter of 2012, when First Nations, Métis and Inuit peoples, supported by 

indigenous movements around the world marched to protest Stephen Harper’s proposed C-

45 Bill, which sought to overhaul the Navigable Waters Protection Act (NWPA) of 1882, 

which protected indigenous water resources up till that point. Bill C-45 would sign off on the 

privatization and expropriation of water, gas, and oil resources to multinational corporations. 

I think of Attawapiskat First Nation Chief Theresa Spence’s hunger strike protesting the bill 

and her demands to meet both Harper and the Governor General of Canada as a 

representative of the Crown of England (the original negotiation partner of the NWPA), 

refusing the legitimacy of the Canadian Prime Minister as a sufficient partner for 

negotiations about this British colonial bill.2 I think of the town of Santa Cruz, where I am 

heading. Originally a Spanish mission (I will live right off Mission Street) where different 

indigenous peoples (predominantly of Ohlone and Yokut communities) were forcefully 

converted to Christianity, raped, killed, and put into missions and mission schools by 

Spanish missionaries in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-centuries, and continue to be 

displaced by white settlers today. I think of the members of the Quiroste and their attempt to 

burn the mission in 1793, in resistance to the forced relocation of indigenous peoples. 

My own beginnings are rooted in histories of conquer, colonization, and enslavement. 

To narrate this prologue, I uncomfortably move through the troubled genre of the travel 

narrative against the backdrop of the global enablement that histories of Euro-U.S. capitalist 

formations provide for me. It is importantly a story about (patriarchal) whiteness (including 

my own), in an attempt to name it, but also to move it to the margins and prioritize and 

foreground other legacies, herstories, struggles, and narratives so that whiteness does not 

become center again and again, or remains the obscured and naturalized point of departure 

for scholarly investigation. It is also a story of queer connections and queer horizons that 

defy borders and borderlands in the hope for another kind of futurity. 

I have considered many ways to commence this story that would disguise its 

embarrassing, ignorant and, slightly naïve beginnings. However, I can only begin in 

ignorance as it forms the starting point from which my trajectory of unlearning and learning 

how to deliberately mis-see began and continues today.  

                                                        
2 The edited volume The Winter We Danced: Voices from the Past, the Future and the Idle No More 
Movement edited by The Kino-nda-niimi Collective comprehensively documents the past, present, and 
future of the Idle No More Movement through essays, poetry, art, and images. 
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This project’s beginnings, after I “landed” in Palestine quite by accident, can be 

traced back to a desire to “explore” Israel/Palestine in order to see for myself “what was 

really going on.” What I thought I knew was that there was a religious conflict of some sorts 

between two equal sides that had remained irresolvable for decades. At the same time, I 

subconsciously and perhaps queerly knew that there might be something more to it than 

that, but “conflict between two equal sides” and “irresolvable” were the parameters through 

which I had learned to understand that context. In other words, “it is hopeless, don’t even go 

there.” This idea of hopelessness, a hopeless region, was simultaneously the lens through 

which I had learned to understand the Middle East and the issues it faces. Only later I 

learned that “Middle East” is a contested and imperial military strategic “regional 

designation, tied to neocolonialist assumptions and savior discourses” (Puar, Terrorist xiii). 

When I say, I knew queerly, I am talking about how I learned to place question marks around 

any binary or supposedly conventional understanding of anything, and to resist the 

normalization of structures of power and domination. At the time, I was also engaged in 

queer organizing against the rise of Islamophobia and anti-Arab racism in Europe and the 

ways in which mainstream LGBT communities in my own city had come to embrace these 

toxic formations.  

When I thought of traveling to Israel/Palestine for the first time, I was in the position 

of the laughing stranger on that train passing the border, unable to recognize the sweaty 

hands of others and the normalization of those sweaty hands. To tell you otherwise and 

erase such beginnings would obscure the ongoing and unresolved tensions that have been 

present throughout the writing of Queering the Occupation and its final form. In order not to 

resolve or normalize my own beginnings I want start with my itinerary as an explicit starting 

point for learning to unlearn.  

 In 2010, I first traveled to Palestine, as said, quite by accident. My father was 

terminally ill and I had to cancel my planned three-month trip to the U.S. In the face of this 

impending loss I was drinking the pain away together with my housemate, when she told me 

how she had been to Palestine on a youth exchange project a few years prior. Knowing my 

intellectual interest as a recent MA student in Cultural Analysis in the relationship between 

representation, queerness, injustice, and violence, she urged me to apply for this one-month 

program. That same night I sat at my computer and wrote my application. One week later I 

was informed I could join Zajel: Youth Exchange for Empowerment in Nablus, Occupied 

Palestine, run by the An Najah University. The program was aimed at “international” (read: 

predominantly European and North American) and Palestinian university students to 
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enhance cultural exchange and turn future “leaders” in the Global North into spokespeople 

for the Palestinian tragedy. We had two options: 1) teach academic skills to Palestinian 

university students, 2) work at the United Nations Relief and Work Agency (UNRWA) school 

at the Askar Refugee Camp at the edge of Nablus during the children’s summer break. 

Realizing quite quickly that I knew nothing, I felt uncomfortable with our assigned roles as 

teachers and opted out of that by offering to paint murals on the dilapidated walls of the 

school. Knowing what I know today about whiteness and volunteer tourism, I would have 

probably never joined this project. This has nothing to do with the intentions of the 

Palestinian organizers, but rather with how these kinds of projects are aimed at my own pre-

programmed indulgence in structures of benevolence, ventriloquism for the subaltern, and 

disaster tourism no matter how political in nature. There must be ways to mobilize for social 

justice without rehearsing a cannibalistic will-to-know. 

In order to prepare me for the trip, my then very ill father sent me some links to 

critical blogs and websites that provided a different account of Israel/Palestine than the one 

I was normalized into having. This was the first time I came across the Electronic Intifada 

and the Alternative Information Center for instance. What I learned from these sources 

corresponded with my own politicization at that time around the rise of Islamophobia and 

nationalism within the gay and lesbian community in the Netherlands, my work as an 

organizer for the Queeristan Festival for Arts and Politics, and my academic training reading 

the work of Judith Butler, Sara Ahmed, Susan Sontag, and others occupied with questions 

of representation and recognition of injustice. 

 After one of our evening lectures on how Palestinians are portrayed in the western 

media, I asked what happens when we go back home to tell the world about injustice 

against the Palestinian people and those injustices are not recognized as such. At the time, I 

thought I was critical enough to discern injustice from justice, and yet I had never before 

apprehended how Palestinian lives and lands are erased on a daily basis until I arrived in 

Israel/Palestine. I met up with an Israeli queer DJ for the first few days whose friends kept 

asking me where Nablus was, even though I had already learned that Nablus is one of the 

largest West Bank cities. Only when I used the Hebrew military name for the city, Shechem, 

did they know what place I was referring to. The gap between injustice and its 

representation became more apparent to me every minute I spent in the Occupied West 

Bank. When I returned from Nablus and stayed with the DJ until my flight left from Tel Aviv, 

I was unable to leave her apartment for two days. I simply could not walk through the white 

streets of Tel Aviv drinking iced lattes and tanning on the beach after I had seen its skyline 
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from a Nablus look-out realizing the people I was with there could only ever look at that 

skyline and sea front they call home from that far-away mountain top. It took me another two 

years to process many of the experiences from that trip. 

After an evening lecture, two Palestinian women from the program came to me and 

we started talking about the meaning of Butler’s work in our lives and her relevance as a 

queer scholar working critically on Israel/Palestine as we slowly started inviting each other 

into our feminisms, and for two of us also into our queerness. Before traveling to Palestine, I 

had already set up a meeting with the Haifa-based Aswat: Palestinian Gay Women’s director 

Ghadir Shafi, because I had written a student paper for my Theater Studies MA a few years 

prior that was a comparative analysis of the political strategies of resistance between 

political groups such as Aswat, Act Up, and the Rebel Clown Army. Perhaps this was also 

the underlying incentive of why I was interested in going to Palestine when my housemate 

suggested it to me. In that student paper, I discussed how Aswat sought to create a space 

for Palestinian lesbian women in an oppressive and patriarchal setting. Regardless of how 

much truth there is to that part of the work, at that time I was only able to see that small 

aspect through my own myopic lens of what fighting for lesbian spaces in a patriarchal 

society might look like. Nowhere in the paper did I discuss or even mention the surrounding 

circumstances of Israel’s occupation, or the ways in which its discriminatory treatment of 

Palestinian citizens of Israel might affect daily lesbian life. It simply did not occur to me. I 

had unwittingly reduced Aswat’s complicated Palestinian origins to a narrative around 

fighting Palestinian homophobia. In hindsight, I realized my paper was full of presumptions 

that revealed more about my own situatedness than it did about Aswat’s. Or, in the words of 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, my paper was based on “a package of largely unacknowledged 

assumptions, loosely held by a loosely outlined group of people” (Spivak, AE 120). In short, it 

had been a myopic translation of indigenous struggles into the academy. 

After telling the two women – whom I am now lucky to call my friends and comrades 

– about my meeting at Aswat, they set up another meeting for me with Ghaith T. Hilal who is 

a member of alQaws: for Sexual and Gender Diversity in Palestinian Society. They told me I 

should also meet with Haneen Maikey, alQaws’ director, but she was out of town.3 A few 

days later at the refugee camp, I was taking a break from painting walls to check my emails 

and escape from the July heat. My Facebook page was flooded with posts about Butler’s 

refusal to accept the Christopher Street Day Award in Berlin after being approached by 

                                                        
3 I met Maikey for the first time during an uncomfortable Skype meeting when I was writing my MA thesis 
on queer visibility in Israel/Palestine (I am a shy interviewer). We met in person that same year during the 
Queeristan Festival where Maikey was invited as a speaker. She is now a very dear friend.  
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Berlin-based queer and trans* of color activist groups S.U.S.P.E.C.T and GLAAD that 

informed Butler of the nationalism and racism underlying the politics of the CSD. That same 

summer a group called Palestinian Queers for Boycott Divestment and Sanctions published 

their call for action. From that moment onward, the world started to make more sense and 

less sense at the same time. Looking back at my trajectory from my first time in Palestine 

until the end of my PhD project (and by no means has this been a linear project, nor does it 

have an ending), I realize that Queering the Occupation really started there.  

 After my first visit to Palestine it took me a full two years to begin to put into words 

what I had only begun to register and unlearn there. I arrived home with the thought that I 

would just have to narrate what I had witnessed and at least friends and family would begin 

to unlearn, along with me, the preconceptions we held when it comes to that context. The 

opposite appeared to be true. My wonderful late grandfather, for instance, could still utter 

the words “but the Great Mufti of Palestine wanted to destroy all the Jews” in the last stages 

of his life when, due to severe aphasia, any sentence was difficult to formulate. My uncle 

kept giving me books by the Dutch author Leon de Winter who repeatedly publically 

announced his support of the sterilization of Palestinian women to secure the dream of an 

exclusively Jewish state. On more benign occasions, my beloved Queeristan collective kept 

bringing Israeli settlement products to our meetings because these were the only vegan 

products at the local supermarket. Even after I told them that Palestinian queer activists ask 

us to boycott such products and how that would align with the politics of our collective, they 

said they didn’t have a choice or were simply too lazy to make their own food. Luckily, today, 

Queeristan fully endorses the Palestinian Movement for Boycott Divestment and Sanctions. 

At that time, I didn’t understand how even the people closest to me sometimes 

remained intransigent to my stories. At first, I understood this to be a personal affront by 

family and friends who disregarded my experiences and thought what I had empirically 

witnessed was somehow negotiable or fallible. Now I realize it had nothing to do with my 

personal credibility, but rather with the structural context of misunderstanding, denial, and 

evasion when it comes to Palestinian dispossession, Israeli occupation, and Euro-North 

American complicities. In the process of translating my experiences, I even lost some people 

whom I used to call my friends. I was angry – filled with rage actually – and continue to be 

angry today, but this rage has taken on many different shades over the years. Learning of the 

difficulty and, sometimes, even impossibility to confer a different story about 

Israel/Palestine, I began to theorize those difficulties. My tantrums transformed from fits 

about “that Israeli settler hummus from Albert Heijn!” (it’s called Sabra Hummus, please 
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stop buying it and all the other Israeli vegan products such as Tival. Seriously. I can give you 

an easy and delicious hummus recipe.) and my frequent anger and frustration at the 

disconnectednesss that oftentimes existed between my coursework in Cultural Analysis 

(with a few exceptions) and social justice projects, towards a more nuanced and in-depth 

theoretical investigation into that anger.  

Today, the final outcome or product – in the parlance of the academic industrial 

complex – is Queering the Occupation, which stages an encounter with Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer activism. I have wanted to quit this project many times, not because of 

PhD anxiety, but rather because of the perhaps impossibility of being able to ethically 

engage in this context from the position I write from and within. At the same time, I decided 

to complete this project out of a hope for change that the staging of this encounter might 

enable. The encounter with Palestinian anticolonial-queer activism has fundamentally 

changed my perception of everything. It has challenged the ways in which I engage in queer 

activism in Amsterdam, in a context where we continue to be faced by the embrace of racist, 

Islamophobic, anti-black, transphobic, classist, capitalist, and anti-migrant rhetoric by the 

mainstream white Dutch gay movement; it has challenged how I see the further 

entrenchment of (neo)liberal values within the Dutch academy (and Euro-North American 

academy more broadly) that foreclose academic projects that attempt to work towards social 

justice; it impacts my understanding of the rise of a peculiar concatenation between 

liberalism, fascism, and right-wing nationalisms; it makes me wary of terms such as 

“encounter” and “exploration” so common, also in this project, as they embody such 

atrocious colonial histories. At the same time, it has changed the way I live and feel my 

interrelationality with others, and the ways I see my own responsibilities as a scholar, 

reader, friend, teacher, and student. The encounter Queering the Occupation stages aspires 

to understand Palestinian anticolonial-queer activism as a potential central conceptual 

theoretical and political intervention into present-day constellations of injustice and I hope 

that the reader has the patience to follow me on this itinerary.  

After a fifteen-hour journey we disembark the train at Penn Station in the center of 

Mannahatta. Its bright lights a constant reminder that “with every building and every street 

[this] land is now possessed by others; signs of white possession are embedded everywhere 

in the landscape” (Moreton-Robinson xiii). At the same time, “the omnipresence of 

indigenous sovereignties exists here too, but it is disavowed through the materiality of these 

significations, which are perceived as evidence of ownership by those who have taken 

possession” (xiii). At the station a friend is waiting to take us to their apartment. I met this 
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trans* south asian poet, activist, artists a few years prior through the well-networked queer 

underground working towards Palestinian liberation. Although we continue to traverse (be 

traversed), occupy (be occupied), and move through (forced through/to or erased from) 

indigenous lands turned (settler) colony and metropolitan centers in Europe, these 

clandestine queer meetings underground, across borders, and in the bright lights of monster 

cities inspire the possibility to imagine and persist otherwise again, and again, and again. 
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Introduction 

 

Palestinian Queers for BDS 
Call  upon all  Queer groups, organizations and individuals around the world to 

Boycott the Apartheid State of Israel.  
June 27th 2010 

 
As Palestinian Queers, we see the Queer movements as political in their nature; and ones 
that analyze the intersections between different struggles, evaluate relations of power and 
try to challenge them. We firmly believe that fighting for the rights of oppressed and 
marginalized queer minorities cannot be separated from fighting against all forms of 
oppression around the world. This is evident in the proud history of the queer movement 
worldwide, which has joined numerous global socio-political struggles against 
manifestations of oppression, imperialism, injustice, and discrimination wherever they exist. 
In continuation to this proud history, we Palestinian Queer activists, call  upon the 
LGBTQI communities around the globe to stand for justice in Palestine 
through adopting and implementing broad boycott,  divestment and sanctions 
(BDS) against Israel until  the latter has ended its multi-t iered oppression of 
the Palestinian people, in l ine with the 2005 Palestinian civil  society call  for 
BDS [1] 
 
For 62 years, Israel’s oppressive regime of colonization, occupation and apartheid has 
systematically and consistently denied the Palestinian people of their basic human rights. 
Palestinians living in the West Bank have been subjected to a brutal military occupation 
manifested by Israel’s illegal colonies, checkpoints, and the apartheid wall. Palestinians 
living inside Israel continue to face systematic, legalized apartheid policies, which 
discriminate against them in all walks of life, rendering them second class citizens, at best, 
inside Israel. The majority of Palestinians in the Diaspora continue to be denied their UN-
sanctioned right of return to their homes The 1.8 million Palestinians in Gaza face the most 
brutal oppression of all as they live in an open air prison after years of the illegal Israeli siege 
on the Gaza strip, one that was described as ‘slow genocide’ by prominent international law 
experts. 
 
This Israeli ongoing oppression of the Palestinian people does not differentiate between 
Palestinian Queers, and non-Queers. Not only Palestinian queers face these injustices on a 
daily basis and undergo the Israeli oppression like any other Palestinian, but also our name 
and struggle is often wrongly used and abused to “Pinkwash” Israel’s continuous crimes 
against the whole Palestinian population. In the last years Israel has been leading an 
international campaign that tries to present Israel as the “only democracy” and the “gay 
haven” in the Middle East, while ironically portraying Palestinians, who suffer every single 
day from Israel’s state racism and terrorism, as barbaric and homophobic. 
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Thus, we Palestinian queer activists call  on Queer groups, organizations and 
individuals around the world to stand for justice and in the face of Israel’s 
pinkwashing efforts through joining the global campaign for Boycott,  
Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) against Israel until  it  fully complies with 
international law, and ends its occupation, colonization and apartheid. We 
call  on you to: 

 
o Endorse the 2005 Palestinian civil society call for BDS, spread it in your Queer 

community. 
o Reject all invitations to speak at and collaborate with Israeli universities and 

institutions, in accordance with the guidelines for the Academic and Cultural Boycott 
of Israel set by PACBI [2] 

o Campaign against all activities aiming to Pinkwash Israel’s crimes and oppression of 
the Palestinian people. 

o Organize in your respective communities to initiate BDS campaigns, or join existing 
ones. 
 

In the Summer of 2010, I was volunteering at the United Nations Relief and Works Agency 

school for Palestinian refugees in the Askar Refugee Camp at the outskirts of Nablus when 

Palestinian Queers for Boycott Divestment and Sanctions called upon queer groups, 

organizations and individuals to join the global Palestinian-led Boycott Divestment and 

Sanctions movement (BDS). Queering the Occupation is a response to PQBDS’s call. 

The first call for BDS was issued in 2004 by a group of Palestinian academics and 

intellectuals who called themselves Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and Cultural 

Boycott of Israel (PACBI), inspired by the boycott movement during Apartheid in South 

Africa. PACBI calls for an academic and cultural boycott of Israel as a legitimate non-violent 

tactic to hold Israel accountable for its “colonial oppression of the Palestinian people” 

(PACBI 2004). It describes this colonial oppression as the “denial for the responsibility of the 

Nakba [the ongoing displacement and ethnic cleansing of Palestinians] … and therefore the 

refusal to accept the inalienable rights of the [Palestinian] refugees and displaced stipulated 

in and protected by international law;” Israel’s “military occupation and the West Bank 

(including East Jerusalem) and Gaza since 1967, in violation of international law and UN 

resolutions;” and “the entrenched system of racial discrimination and segregation against 

Palestinian citizens of Israel, which resembles the defunct Apartheid system in South 

Africa” (PACBI 2004). PACBI argues that Israeli intellectuals and academic institutions 

contribute to “maintaining, defending, or otherwise justifying … forms of oppression, or 

have been complicit in them through their silence” (2004). It also argues that forms of 

international intervention continue to fail to “force Israel to comply with international law… 

which has manifested itself in many forms, including siege, indiscriminate killing, wanton 
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destruction and the racist colonial wall” (2004). It calls upon academics, cultural workers, 

and academic and cultural institutions to: 

 

1. Refrain from participation in any form of academic and cultural cooperation, 
collaboration or joint projects with Israeli institutions; 
2. Advocate a comprehensive boycott of Israeli institutions at the national and 
international levels, including suspension of all forms of funding and subsidies to 
these institutions; 
3. Promote divestment and disinvestment from Israel by international academic 
institutions; 
4. Work toward the condemnation of Israeli policies by pressing for resolutions to be 
adopted by academic, professional and cultural associations and organizations; 
5. Support Palestinian academic and cultural institutions directly without requiring 
them to partner with Israeli counterparts as an explicit or implicit condition for such 
support. (2004) 

 

PACBI’s call was followed in 2005 by a global call for Boycott Divestment and Sanctions 

against Israel until it 

 

meets its obligation to recognize the Palestinian people's inalienable right to self-
determination and fully complies with the precepts of international law by: 
1. Ending its occupation and colonization of all Arab lands and dismantling the Wall 
2. Recognizing the fundamental rights of the Arab-Palestinian citizens of Israel to full 
equality; and 
3. Respecting, protecting and promoting the rights of Palestinian refugees to return 
to their homes and properties as stipulated in UN resolution 194. (BDS Movement 
2005) 

 

This BDS call was endorsed by more than one hundred Palestinian civil society 

organizations and has gained momentum since the late 2000s. Invoking both hostility and 

support, the BDS movement operates firmly within the parameters of UN resolutions and 

international law and professes non-violence as its political orientation. However, both the 

Israeli government and other governments, such as the American and Canadian ones, in 

collaboration with Israel support groups continue to curb BDS activities and rebrand BDS as 

an anti-Semitic tactic aimed at the destruction of Israel.1 The latest attempts by the Israeli 

government to legally sanction and delegitimize the movement include censoring and 

criminalizing human rights organizations registered in Israel that support BDS and refusing 

entry to international activists, artists and academics known to support BDS. On a bipartisan 

                                                        
1 Within PACBI and BDS’s writings both racism and anti-Semitism are consistently condemned. 
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spectrum, over twenty-two U.S. states have passed motions to either officially condemn or 

illegalize the movement (Jewish Virtual Library 2017). Similarly, in 2016, the Canadian 

government passed an anti-BDS motion that condemns “any and all attempts to promote 

BDS” (JTA 2016).  

 Queering the Occupation is not an inquiry into the workings of the Palestinian BDS 

movement. Omar Barghouti, one of the founding members of the BDS movement, currently 

subjected to a travel ban, has written a comprehensive account in his book Boycott, 

Divestment, Sanctions: The Global Struggle for Palestinian Rights (2011).2 Other extensive 

documentation can be found on the PACBI and BDS movement websites. Furthermore, the 

edited volume A Case for Sanctions Against Israel (2012) documents prominent intellectual 

voices within and outside of Palestine that discuss the importance of the BDS movement as 

a non-violent tactic.3 Queering the Occupation is not an inquiry into how the movement is 

framed as anti-Semitic and as threatening the existence of Israel by the Israeli government 

and its supporters. In Parting Ways: Jewishness and the Critique of Zionism (2012), Judith 

Butler gives a comprehensive account of the difference between Jewishness, anti-Semitism, 

and critiques of Israel. Within Queering the Occupation, I also employ the terms 

“Jewish/Jewishness/Jew.” Such references do not aim to consolidate or construct a Jewish 

identity or conflate Israel with Jews/Jewishness. Unless otherwise stated, I cite the 

deployment of these terms by the Israeli state and within Zionist ideology.  

 Queering the Occupation begins with PQBDS’s call and asks why was there a need to 

specify a Palestinian queer call. How does it alter the conditions of possibility for 

understanding the crisis of Israel/Palestine?4 What are the conditions of possibility that 

enable and/or foreclose responding to PQBDS’s call? And how might it be possible to listen 

differently to Palestinian queer critiques? 

 PQBDS was founded in 2010 to complement existing BDS campaigns and to 

highlight the entanglements of a politics of gender and sexuality in structures of domination 

within the context of Israel/Palestine. It presents itself as the international component of the 

Palestinian-run activist organization alQaws: for Sexual and Gender Diversity in Palestinian 

Society and further consists of Palestinian queer activists from other groups such as Aswat: 

Palestinian Gay Women. I have been collaborating with alQaws, PQBDS, and Pinkwatching 

                                                        
2 When a travel ban did not affect the BDS campaign as much as the Israeli government had hoped, 
Barghouti was arrested and detained by the Israeli police in 2017 on the false charges of tax fraud in an 
attempt to further harm the BDS movement (Barghouti 2017). 
3 Contributors to this volume include Naomi Klein, Noura Erekat, Ken Loach, Ilan Pappe, and Angela 
Davis. 
4 Throughout Queering the Occupation I place a slash betweenIsrael/Palestine to highlight the domination 
of one over the other.  
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Israel since 2010. This work has consisted of writing materials for the website 

pinkwatchingisrael.com and op-eds for journals such as Mondoweiss; organizing meetings 

and conferences; doing background research for campaigns; and continuing to learn from 

alQaws and PQBDS through ongoing collaboration, conversation, and exchange. 

Pinkwatching Israel was built by Palestinian and Arab queer activists and provides an online 

database that archives Pinkwatching Israel’s campaigns and provides activists toolkits, 

opinion pieces, videos, and PQBDS timelines. Today it is the main platform from which 

queer BDS activities are organized. 

 alQaws was co-founded by Haneen Maikey. She describes the group as follows: 

 
alQaws is a group of LGBTQ activists working together to dismantle the gender and 
sexual hierarchies in Palestine. We are not a gay organization, we are not working to 
achieve gay rights, or believe single-issue politics is sustainable or relevant to our 
own reality and context. We are a grassroots political group … We believe that we 
can’t discuss sexuality in isolation from the broader political situation of Israeli 
occupation, Apartheid structure, ongoing displacement strategies, and the context of 
colonization of Palestine. (Maikey “Decolonizing Queer Praxis in Palestine”5) 

 

Maikey’s use of the umbrella term “LGBTQ” needs to be read with caution. It is not as easily 

translatable, culturally or analytically, into how LGBTQ is mobilized in the Global North. As 

Maikey states, alQaws is not a gay organization working to achieve gay rights. Throughout 

this dissertation, I refer to Palestinian queer activists writings in order to understand why 

this discourse is not so easily translatable and what kind of spaces might open up from 

listening differently to Palestinian queer politics. 

 alQaws is an organization rooted in the local context and provides an intersectional 

analysis of the relationship between sexual politics, Israeli occupation, Palestinian reality, 

and international pressure. It draws on legacies of Indigenous, feminist, anticolonial, 

decolonial, Black, and Palestinian liberation (Darwich and Maikey 2014). 

PQBDS itself was brought into being to target what it calls Israel’s pinkwashing 

campaign. Pinkwashing refers to: 

 
The disingenuous invocation of ‘LGBT rights’ by Israel and its supporters to divert 
attention away from its atrocities against the Palestinians… [It] is increasingly 
becoming part of the public debate around Israel and Palestine. By falsely 
juxtaposing ‘oppressed gay Palestinians’ with ‘liberated gay Israelis’, and by 
flattening out relations of power and the political realities of occupation and the 

                                                        
5 This quote comes from a presentation given by Maikey at the Decolonizing Sexualities Conference at 
Kent University in 2012. I was not present at that conference, but the author shared the manuscript with 
me and gave me permission to reproduce it here. 
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Apartheid wall, pinkwashers aim to harness the global LGBT movement into 
supporting Israel at the expense of the Palestinians. (Pinkwatching Israel “About Us”)  
 

Pinkwashing is part of the Israeli government’s response to the changing perception of 

Israel post-9/11 and, more recently to the BDS campaign. In 2003, a marketing firm started 

researching Israel’s international image in order to find ways to promote Israel through a 

positive lens. The research resulted in a nation branding campaign now known as Brand 

Israel and its sister campaign Tel Aviv Global. Marketing consultant Ido Aharoni, who now 

serves as the Israeli ambassador to the Israeli Consul General in New York City, 

spearheaded the project. In response to the question “why do you care what the image of 

Israel is?” during an interview with the Wharton Institute at the University of Pennsylvania 

he answered: 

 
The simple, short answer to your question is — because your image, your brand 
capital, is part and parcel of your national security. People in Israel were led to 
believe that national security begins and ends with military power. But we live in a 
different world today. National security has everything to do with the strength of your 
economy, the strength of your society, the strength of your tourism industry. Tourism 
is a huge agent of change. Every person who has a positive experience in Israel 
becomes a brand ambassador. (“Why Brand Capital”) 
 

In other words, the objectives of Brand Israel are as follows: first, to position Israel away 

from a country in a state of “conflict,” something Aharoni calls “the unhappy circumstances 

of our region,” to a cultural and entrepreneurial hotspot; second, to frame nation branding as 

a matter of national security; and third, to attract moral, political, economic, and ideological 

support for Israel by turning “every person who has a positive experience [into] a brand 

ambassador.” Aharoni states that research among fourteen different nations showed that 

“75% of the people have no position on the situation in the Middle East. Therefore, it is our 

room to grow” (“Why Brand Capital”). Brand Israel provides a shift away from a traditional 

hasbara strategy6 – Israel’s official public diplomacy strategy – to a neoliberal oriented 

framework of niche marketing directed at apolitical people in which the entanglement 

between military industry, human rights violations, and the leisure and entrepreneurial 

economy are simultaneously shaped by and are difficult to disentangle from one another. Or, 

in the words of Aharoni:  

                                                        
6 Hasbara means “explaining” in Hebrew, but in the context of Israeli politics it is largely understood as 
Israel’s propaganda strategy to disseminate positive information about Israel with the purpose of 
convincing its opponents of its legitimacy. It is a response to negative press, whereas Brand Israel no 
longer seeks to respond, but rather to provide a different image all together. 
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Unfortunately, Israel for many years did not take the proactive approach. We wanted 
to win a debate with our adversaries and our detractors and we engaged whole 
heartedly [sic.] in this debate. We forgot that no brand can thrive on crisis 
management alone. (“Why Brand Capital”) 
 

The gay community forms a primary niche market for Brand Israel and more recently Tel 

Aviv Global.7 Since 2006, gay tourist statistics have exponentially increased from a couple of 

thousand to tens of thousands each year. The largest tourist attraction is Tel Aviv Pride. In 

another context Rahul Rao calls the changing values of queerness for neoliberalism “global 

homocapitalism.” Global homocapitalism 

 
seeks to reconcile the twin imperatives of efficiency and empowerment, making 
capitalism friendly to queers but also rendering queers safe for capitalism… No 
doubt propelled by the collaborative efforts of a transnational capitalist class, global 
homocapitalism acquires hegemony by repackaging queer normativity in local 
recognizable idioms with which those outside this class can identify or aspire to 
inhabit. In its bewildering cultural diversity, homocapitalism perpetuates neoliberal 
illusions of autonomy and choice. (Rao 47-48) 
 

Furthermore, Israel’s homocapitalism coincides with pinkwashing rhetoric such as “Israel is 

the only country in the Middle East that has gay rights,” “Israel is a beacon of freedom and 

tolerance in an otherwise hostile region,” or “Tel Aviv is a Gay Mecca.” In the words of Rao, 

“such discursive moves threaten to split off queers from anti-capitalist movements, while 

also splitting queers themselves into those deemed ‘productive’ and worthy of celebration 

and others cast out as ‘unproductive.’” (48). Although Queering the Occupation does not 

depart from the assumption that queers were once together and are now apart, Rao’s point 

is valuable as it reveals the ways in which pinkwashing has ideological currency beyond 

Israel’s neoliberal aspirations. For instance, pinkwashing discourse saturates the local and 

international media landscape during periods of heightened military violence, such as the 

attacks on Gaza in 2014, to deflect from Israel’s violence against the people of Gaza. 

Pinkwashing discourse determines whose lives are considered “livable” and whose lives are 

relegated to a condition of what Orlando Patterson, in another context, has called social 

                                                        
7 Tel Aviv Global is a more recent invention of Brand Israel. It attempts to disconnect Tel Aviv as a “sub-
brand” away from the rest of the country as an empty neoliberal canvas for investment and leisure. It is 
part of a larger conglomerate of Smart Cities that present themselves as vibrant urban metropoles through 
promoting commerce, culture, business, and leisure while destroying local infrastructures and gentrifying 
poor neighborhoods.  
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death (1985).8 At the same time, it crafts a condition of innocence in which the gay consumer 

subject becomes disconnected from larger systems of injustice and inequality and struggles 

for social justice. 

The appeal of Israel’s pinkwashing campaign can be situated within a larger 

geopolitical context in which gay rights serve as a litmus test to measure a country’s 

modernity and upwardly mobile gay and lesbian communities in the Global North have 

assimilated to heteronormative patterns of inclusion, consumption, and domesticity at the 

expense of indigenous, black, migrant, and refugee populations. Several concepts exist, 

which describe the ascendency of a liberal gay subject within the context of the “global war 

on terror” and the ongoing circulation of imperial and colonial civilizing discourses. Joseph 

Massad describes how the emancipatory rhetoric of international LGBT organizations, which 

he calls the Gay International, “only [has] two reactions to claims of universal gayness – 

support them or oppose them without ever questioning their epistemological 

underpinnings” (Desiring 174).9 He takes issue with the ways in which LGBT NGOs 

implement their westernized versions of gayness in the Middle East and argues that this 

logic jeopardizes existing same-sex practices and erases other sexual histories. He argues 

that, “the categories gay and lesbian are not universal at all, and can only be universalized 

by epistemic, ethical, and political violence unleashed on the rest of the world by the very 

international human rights advocates whose aim is to defend the very people their 

intervention is creating” (41). Charting these dynamics within a British and European 

context, Jin Haritaworn, Tamsila Tauqir, and Esra Erdem coin the term “gay imperialism” to 

discuss how 

 
the construct of ‘Muslim homophobia’ confers value to ‘Western’ identities. It also 
confers political capital to some ‘Westerners’ who have traditionally been excluded 
from it. Its biggest beneficiaries are white women and gay men. This contrasts with 
women of colour and queers of colour, whose situation has stagnated or even 
worsened. (80)  

 

They argue that “the invention of Islam as the new enemy and the historic centrality of 

gender and sexual discourses in racist ideologies converge with the unreflected whiteness 

of the gay movement in order to create the racialised conditions of its assimilation” (89).  

                                                        
8 Patterson discusses the ways in which under conditions of enslavement the enslaved were regarded as 
less than human to the dominant system. 
9 Although Massad’s work is fundamental for understanding the westernizing tendencies of international 
LGBT NGOs, his conclusion that therefore any queer organizing in the Middle East either acts as a Native 
Informant to the Gay International or is formed by the Arab westernized bourgeois elites has been 
criticized by many Arab activists and scholars. See for instance the work of Makarem 2009; S. Taha 2013; 
Amar and elShakry 2013; Moussawi 2015; Maikey and Stelder 2015. 
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In the context of the Netherlands, Gloria Wekker describes how what she calls 

“homonostalgia” is reminiscent Renato Rosaldo’s concept of “imperial nostalgia.” Through 

a reading of Dutch LGBT emancipation policy and the paradoxes of the rise and fall of Dutch 

right-wing gay politician Pim Fortuyn, she shows how within “gay circles nostalgia is 

rampant… for times when we were safe, could kiss and hold hands in public, before 

Muslims came and rained on our parade” (108). Within these versions of nostalgia a 

dehistoricized and apolitical relation to the past is at work, which fails to account for the 

questions of colonialism and race in the formation of dominant Dutch gay identities.  

Especially Jasbir K. Puar’s book Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer 

Times (2007) has been seminal in challenging the ascendency of the white gay subject and 

its venerating role in contemporary Euro-North American imperialist and nationalist 

projects. She describes how “national recognition and inclusion, here as the annexation of 

homosexual jargon, is contingent upon the segregation and disqualification of racial and 

sexual others from the national imaginary” (Puar, Terrorist 2). She calls this phenomenon 

homonationalism. 

 Puar hereby extends Lisa Duggan’s concept of homonormativity, which describes 

 
a politics that does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions and 
institutions, but upholds and sustains them, while promising the possibility of a 
demobilized gay constituency and a privatized, depoliticized gay culture anchored in 
domesticity and consumption. (Duggan 50) 

 

Duggan describes the depoliticization of queer movements in the present-day U.S. Puar 

expands Duggan’s analysis by showing how normativity and nationalism fold some gays 

and lesbians (and recently also trans* people) into the state in a post-9/11 “war on terror” 

that thrives of the racialization-sexualization of other others. Homosexuality, 

homonormativity, and queerness play a central role in the bio- and necropolitical 

management of national and international relations. Puar notes how “discourses of 

terrorism are thus intrinsic to the management not only of race [but] just as significantly, 

and less often acknowledged, discourses of terrorism are crucial to the modulation and 

surveillance of sexuality, indeed a range of sexualities” (Puar, Terrorist 77). Where the 

normative gay citizen-subject is increasingly accommodated into the national norm, 

queerness sticks to the body of the terrorist who can never be fully heteronormative and is 

always already threatening (Puar and Rai 2002). 

The fundamental role of gender and sexual politics – understood here as the 

regulation of bodies, affects, identifications, and desires – in (settler) colonial, national, and 
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imperial projects is not novel and has been studied at length in other contexts.10 More 

recently, such discussions include critiques of the role of homosexuality, sexual rights, and 

queerness in national and imperial projects.11 Other studies show how queerness and same-

sex desires are lived differently and differentially across the Global South and within 

indigenous, diasporic and (post)colonial contexts.12 Such studies also criticize the ways 

western discourses of gender and sexuality, which took shape during the eighteenth-century 

and later formed the basis of gay rights and emancipatory struggles, have both destroyed 

other sexual cultures and continue to dominate the emancipatory agenda.13 The different 

studies on the role of homosexuality and queerness do not all agree with one another. 

Instead, they form a lively interdisciplinary field of inquiry that started to take form in the late 

1990s and early 2000s and became more prominent with the advent of George W. Bush’s 

“war on terror” that employed a discourse of saving women and gays and civilizing the 

Middle East by exporting U.S.-style liberal democracy through imperial warfare. These lively 

discussions at the intersections of critical indigenous, settler colonial, queer, postcolonial, 

decolonial, black, and feminist studies represent the theoretical terrain on which Queering 

the Occupation is situated.  

Where Queering the Occupation initially began as an investigation into the workings 

of Israel’s pinkwashing campaign within the larger context of homonationalism, gay 

imperialism, and the gay international, in the course of this study such frameworks 

appeared to be incapable of containing my findings and analyses. Although Puar argues 

that pinkwashing is one manifestation of “the global conditions of homonationalism” 

(“Rethinking” 337), Queering the Occupation sets out on a different trajectory in order to 

understand the role of sexual politics and pinkwashing within the specific context of 

Israel/Palestine. It seeks to discover how these entanglements limit the conditions of 

possibility for imagining otherwise. 

 This dissertation locates a gap between the existing critical theoretical frameworks 

discussed above and what I call Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques. The gap consists of 

the absence of a more thorough engagement with Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques 

and their efforts to situate pinkwashing within a context of Zionist sexual politics and Zionist 
                                                        
10 Seminal works that analyze the entanglements of gender and sexual politics in contexts of national, 
imperial, and (settler) colonial projects include, for instance, Mani 1989; McClintock 1995; Stoler 1995; 
Hartman 1997; Smith 2005; Arondekar 2009; Shalhoub-Kevorkian 2011; Kassem 2011; Wekker 2016.   
11 Examples of such works include Sommerville 2000; Ferguson 2003; Massad 2007; Puar 2007; Morgensen 
2011; Spade 2011; Wekker 2016; Arondekar and Patel 2016; Baksi et al. 2017. 
12 Examples include Quiroga 2000; Cruz-Malavé and Manalansan 2002; Gopinath 2005; Wekker 2005; Li-
Driskill et al. 2011; Tamale 2011; Rifkin 2012; Ekine and Abbas 2013; Tellis and Bala 2015; Ellis 2015.  
13 In History of Sexuality Michel Foucault discusses the formation of a homosexual identity that did not 
exist before its eighteenth-century invention in scientific and legal discourses. On the basis of that 
invention the homosexual can now speak as such and demand legal recognition. 
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settler colonialism as enabling conditions. First, Queering the Occupation seeks to 

understand the role of sexual politics in Israel’s Zionist settler colonial project. Second, it 

seeks to understand the ways in which pinkwashing and critical responses to pinkwashing 

circulate and how this determines the conditions of possibility for political action and 

political imagination. It scrutinizes the ways in which international (queer) complicity is 

generated at the discursive, epistemological, ideological, and affective levels, and what this 

means for understanding the value – including complicities – of queerness for the settler 

colonial and (neo)liberal present. Last, and most importantly, it engages Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer critiques in order to shift the conditions of possibility for understanding 

the Zionist settler colonial context and imaginaries of resistance that the ongoing 

catastrophe of Palestine generates.  

Queering the Occupation presents several conceptual and methodological shifts. 

First, it provides a conceptual and analytical shift away from understanding the context of 

Israel/Palestine as one of a “conflict between two sides.” Tracing a genealogy of the term 

“binary conflict” in the context of Israel/Palestine, Anne de Jong describes how the term 

maintains Zionist hegemony within the arena of international politics and forecloses 

Palestinian experiences and frameworks. She argues that the notion of a “binary conflict” 

erases the power imbalances between colonizer and colonized (de Jong 2017). Instead of 

conflict, I use the term Zionist settler colonialism as a more appropriate term referring to the 

context of Israel/Palestine. Within this settler colonial context, I focus specifically on the 

question of Zionist sexual politics. Second, I propose to shift the methodology from writing 

about pinkwashing, Israel/Palestine, and Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique to writing 

with the Palestinian queer movement. I hereby respond to Palestinian scholar Rana 

Barakat’s urgent question: “how can a settler-colonial analysis be part of a deeply political 

scholarly mode of indigenous resistance in Palestine?” (Barakat 2). The method of writing 

with aspires to chart a different terrain for intellectual labor and open up a space to respond 

differently to the politically and ethically urgent and ongoing catastrophe of Palestine. In 

order to do so, Queering the Occupation pays attention to the scenes of speaking that 

emerge from within and about pinkwashing and Israel/Palestine. My attention to the 

theatrical metaphor of the scene attempts to include the spatio-temporal scripts through 

which (non)engagements with Israel/Palestine operate. Such scenes insinuate differential 

but also different temporalities, spatialities, and modalities of engagement. Pointing to the 

scenes of speaking allows me to be attentive to the very terrain of struggle as a geographic 

and temporal constellation. While scenes of speaking generated by the Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer movement are not necessarily felicitous and mostly transitory, they do 
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open up to different orientations and horizons. Paying attention to such scenes of speaking, 

as this project will show, means attending to both the limits and possibilities for the political 

imagination and political action in the present “given that all forms of international 

intervention until now failed to force Israel to comply with international law or end its 

repression of the Palestinians” (PACBI 2004). 

 

Analytics: Zionist Sett ler Colonia l ism  

 

In short, all the constitutive energies of Zionism were premised on the excluded 
presence, that is the functional absence of “native people” in Palestine: institutions 

were built deliberately shutting out natives (IDF), laws were drafted when Israel came 
into being that made sure the natives would remain in their non-place (civil rights) Jews 
in theirs, and so on. It is no wonder that today the one issue that electrifies Israel as a 

society is the problem of the Palestinians, whose negation is the most consistent 
thread running through Zionism. 

- Edward W. Said 
 

A central aspect of settler colonial ideologies is supplanting the native with a new native and 

erasing that historical event. One of the founding figures in the field of settler colonial 

studies, Patrick Wolfe, argues that the colonial logic of separation and elimination is central 

to Zionist settler colonialism. He argues for “analytical rigor when turning to the Zionist 

conquest of Palestine” (“Purchase” 135). He writes, 

 
it is highly significant that Zionist policy in Palestine constituted an intensification of, 
rather than a departure from, settler colonialism. In stark contrast to the Australian or 
United States models, for instance, Zionism rigourously refused, as it continues to 
refuse, any suggestion of Native assimilation… Zionism constitutes a more exclusive 
exercise of the settler logic of elimination than we encounter in the Australian and US 
examples. (136) 

 

Within the context of an intensification of settler colonialism within Israel/Palestine, Wolfe 

even goes as far as to argue, “scholarly resistance to the priority of the logic of elimination 

represents a settler perspective” (135).  

 In another context, K. Wayne Yang and Unangax scholar Eve Tuck distinguish 

between two forms of colonialism that are dealt with in colonial and postcolonial studies – 

internal and external colonialism: 

 
External colonialism (also called exogenous or exploitation colonization) denotes the 
expropriation of fragments of Indigenous worlds, animals, plants and human beings, 
extracting them in order to transport them to – and build the wealth, the privilege, or 
feed the appetites of – the colonizers, who get marked as the first world… Internal 
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colonialism, [is] the biopolitical and geopolitical management of people, land, flora 
and fauna, within the “domestic borders” of the imperial nation. This involves the use 
of particularized modes of control – prisons, ghettos, minoritizing, schooling, policing 
– to ensure the ascendancy of a nation and its white elite… neither external nor 
internal colonialism adequately describe the form of colonialism which operates in 
the United States or other nation-states in which the colonizer comes to stay. Settler 
colonialism operates through internal/external colonial modes simultaneously 
because there is no spatial separation between metropole and colony… The horizons 
of settler colonial nation-states are total and require a mode of total appropriation of 
Indigenous life and land, rather than the selective expropriation of profit-producing 
fragments. (Tuck and Yang, “Decolonization” 4-5) 

 

In the context of Israel/Palestine settler colonialism takes shape, for instance, in the ways in 

which Palestinians continue to be forcefully removed from their lands; are exploited as 

cheap labor in Israel and West Bank settlements; are structurally written out of Israel’s 

education system; are discriminated against in over fifty laws in Israel; are surveilled and 

imprisoned in Gaza and the West Bank in either actual prisons or through the very 

infrastructure of occupation; and are subjected to shifting colonial borders and border 

zones. Simultaneously, the expropriation of Palestinian land and resources serve Israel’s 

export market either through the export of consumer products, or through the export of 

(military) technology and military expertise in surveillance, colonization, and expropriation of 

the Palestinian population. Furthermore, Israel’s ongoing destruction of Gaza supports bids 

made by Israeli companies to rebuild it. Therefore, Queering the Occupation reads 

Israel/Palestine through a settler colonial analytic that dates back to the Ottoman Empire 

through “pre-accumulation” (Wolfe “Purchase”); gained its ideological shape with the First 

Zionist Congress in 1897; was consolidated under the British Mandate and through the 

declaration of the state of Israel in 1948 and the ongoing Palestinian Nakba; intensified after 

Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and Golan Heights in 1967; liberalized by the Oslo 

Accords in 1993; and continues today through uninterrupted practices of erasure, 

occupation, and destruction of lives and livelihoods. In the words of Wolfe, “settler 

colonialism is a structure not an event” (Wolfe 1999). Or, as Nur Masalha, following Karma 

Nabulsi argues, “with millions still living under Israeli colonialism, occupation or in exile, the 

Nakba remains at the heart of both Palestinian national identity and political resistance” 

(The Palestine Nakba 13). The Nakba as a structure has its historic precedents in European 

and North American colonial, imperial, and settler colonial projects and is ongoing today in 

the guise of a liberal democratic state ideology that can barely disguise its own settler 

colonial underpinnings. 
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 Queering the Occupation cannot provide a detailed account of the processes, 

structures, and practices of Zionist settler colonialism in Palestine and neither does it have 

to. First, Palestinian scholars have documented and analyzed Palestinian elimination, 

dispossession, and resistance since the earliest protest against modern Jewish settlement 

in Palestine in 1891, several years before the Zionist movement was founded (Wolfe, 

“Purchase” 141).14 Second, excellent work in the field of settler colonial, Palestine, and 

indigenous studies has pushed for the settler colonial analytic as a relevant field of inquiry in 

the context of Israel/Palestine.15 Furthermore, recent efforts within settler colonial and 

indigenous studies support the pursuit of comparative analyses between different settler 

colonial contexts and contexts of indigenous resistance in order to understand both “settler 

colonialism’s strategic versatility” (135) and transnational networks of resistance to settler 

states.16  

 Although engaging with Israel/Palestine through a settler colonial lens has gained 

credibility within some pockets of the western academy over the past decade, through which 

settler colonial studies was also further consolidated as a significant field of inquiry, the 

settler colonial analytic is not at all new. Barakat argues that although prolific work is 

gaining momentum today, it would be counterproductive to celebrate it as a new scholarly 

mode of analysis. She argues that Palestinian scholars have been honing this analytic within 

the purview of Palestinian liberation for decades, and that much of this work has been 

forgotten, taken out of print, or remains untranslated. Furthermore she argues, “regardless 

of intentions, employing the [settler colonial] analytic can and has led to a Zionist centered 

reading of the narrative of Palestine” (2).17 Instead, Barakat argues for the use of a settler 

colonial analytic within the purview of native liberation. She writes: 

 
While the comparisons of various locations of settler colonialism is a rich and 
growing field, it seems clear that emphasizing settler triumph or native defeat is 
neither historically sound nor politically valuable. But this is not just about terms. 
More importantly, this is also about politics, a political project and goals of social 
justice and liberation. That is when the use of a settler colonial studies analytic within 
the larger framework of indigeneity becomes our collective political project. (Barakat 
5) 
 

                                                        
14 See, for example: Masalha 1992, 1997, 2000, 2003, 2012; Khalidi (editor) 2006, 1987; Said 1979, 1980; 
Massad 2006; Kassem 2011. 
15 See, for example: Wolfe 2006, 2012; Veracini 2013; Lloyd 2013; Rouhana and Sabbagh-Khoury 2014; 
Rouhana 2015; Shihade 2014; Shalhoub-Kevorkian 2014, 2015, 2016; Mamdani 2015; Gordon and Ram 2016. 
16 See, for instance, Olwan 2015; Krebs and Olwan 2013; Salaita 2008, 2016. 
17 She takes issue with how the language of settler colonial discourse returns in attempts to critique it. For 
example, she mentions the ways in which some scholars of settler colonialism in Israel/Palestine deploy a 
language of victory and defeat, which risks further entrenching a Zionist discourse. 
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One of the central ways to do so is by centering indigenous critiques of Zionist settler 

colonialism that operate with the purview of native liberation. The prominence of the settler 

colonial analytic is both a result of the burgeoning fields of settler colonial, decolonial, and 

indigenous studies, but must, as Barakat shows, be situated within a longer lineage of 

Palestinian scholarship and anticolonial struggle if we want to employ it as a deeply 

unsettling mode of engagement rather than a reification of the idiom of settler colonialism. 

 The understanding of Zionist settler colonialism that Queering the Occupation is 

situated within is the context of Palestine and is significantly indebted to the work of 

Palestinian queer activists. At the same time, it is inspired by analytical and methodological 

practices in the fields of comparative settler colonial and indigenous studies that potentiate 

forms of transnational alliances and resistance to settler colonial formations wherever they 

occur. My analytical understanding of Palestine as a settler colonial context hopes to 

contribute to transnational conversations on settler colonialism, indigenous liberation, and 

transnational solidarities with a specific focus on anticolonial-queer critique. 

The management of sex, gender, and reproduction, as many indigenous and 

Palestinian scholars have shown, is central to the bio- and necropolitical arrangements of 

settler colonialism.18 When Said argues that recording “the concealed history of Zionism as 

it has been exacted from the native Palestinian” is a “rudimentary form of struggle” 

(“Zionism” 17), it is imperative to understand the terrain of sexual politics where such 

practices of concealment unfold in order to grasp its “cultural currency” (12) today through 

which Zionism retains its legitimizing force. Drawing on Said’s words from 1979 that 

“everything the Zionists did in Palestine they did of course as settler-Colonialists; yet 

everything they did in Palestine was enacted on the world-stage so to speak in a rhetoric and 

costume fundamentally of the same sort as the cultural currency of the period” (12), 

Queering the Occupation not only seeks to trace the historical ideologies through which 

Zionist settler colonialism gained its legitimation, but also seeks to inquire into the “world-

stage” upon which it continues to be enacted today.  

As Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques show, pinkwashing and Zionist sexual 

politics are central to the formation of Israel’s contemporary settler colonial practices and 

ideology. Yet, scholarly engagements with these analyses of sexual politics as a structuring 

force within Zionist settler colonialism are scarce. Although Palestinian queer activists have 

provided a framework for beginning to understand Zionist sexual politics, this framework 

remains absent within theoretical and conceptual inquiries. 

                                                        
18 See, for example: Abdulhadi 1998; Smith 2005; Kauanui 2008; Kuttab 2008; Li-Driskill et al. 2011; Abdo 
2011; TallBear 2013; Shalhoub-Kevorkian 2010, 2011, 2014; Kassem 2011; AlQaisiya, Hilal, and Maikey 2017. 
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Zionist settler colonial structures deeply affect Palestinian queer organizing. Their 

political analyses emerge from over a decade of engaging with the entanglements between 

sexual politics and settler colonialism concerning, for instance, Palestinian queer mobility or 

Palestinian queer self-perception. These analyses are fundamental to understanding the role 

of sexual politics for Zionist settler colonialism. Queering the Occupation builds on and 

expands such analyses in order to expand the terrain of analytical (and political) inquiries. 

Furthermore, it will show how such analyses not only inform the local context of struggle but 

might also provide significant interventions for understanding the entanglements between 

sexual politics, power, and struggle in a globalized world. 

alQaws activists and writers Wala AlQaisiya, Ghaith T. Hilal, and Maikey argue that 

fragmentation and division are the main colonial/Zionist strategies used since 1948, which 

continue to affect queer organizing in Palestine today (AlQaisiya et al. 2017). Settler 

colonialism, as Rita Dhamoon argues, is not only a spatial structure, but also a process in 

time as the “dispossession of lands is temporal and ongoing, dynamic and continuous” (32). 

The temporality of settler colonialism in Israel/Palestine is not only related to the ongoing 

and temporal dispossession of lands, but also to the ways in which bodies, desires, 

subjectivities, and belonging are segregated and constructed. Israel’s strategies of 

differentiation and fragmentation, for instance, are visible in Israel’s ever-shifting borders, 

but also in structures of identification that disseminate differential structures of mobility 

between Palestinians, the creation of structural economic dependencies on the colonizer 

(Lloyd and Pulido 2010), and in the racialized, sexualized, and gendered arrangements of 

Zionism’s cultural justification strategies that “usurp indigenous identities” (Krebs and 

Olwan 143).19  

 The further entrenchment of settler colonialism through Israel’s sexual politics has 

left its mark on the conditions of possibility for Palestinian queer activism. Maikey and I 

describe how Israeli LGBT politics and Israel’s pinkwashing campaign establish a 

relationship between Israeli gays as benevolent saviors and Palestinian queers as 

“immature” and “weak” victims of Palestinian homophobia due to an absence of gay rights. 

We describe how alQaws started out within the Israeli LGBT organization Jerusalem Open 

House (JOH) over a decade ago. The Second Intifada and Israel’s war on Lebanon led to the 

separation of alQaws from the JOH in 2006. We explain, “within these organizations it was 

accepted to talk about sexuality, but politics had to be left at the doorstep, unless it aligned 

with demanding inclusion into the state, a priori excluding Palestinians” (Maikey and 

                                                        
19 For a discussion on settler temporality and indigenous struggle within a North American context, see, 
Mark Rifkin’s Beyond Settler Time: Temporal Sovereignty and Indigenous Self-Determination (2017). 
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Stelder 93). The erasure of indigenous perspectives was consolidated by the LGBT politics of 

the JOH. 

 AlQaisiya, Hilal, and Maikey argue that Israel’s gay movement and its pinkwashing 

campaign have contributed to the constitution of a particular image of queers within 

Palestinian society: “the collaborator and the Israelized” (126). These images are the effect 

of a “racial and normalizing logic around the meanings of sexuality and homosexuality” 

(126). The struggle for Palestinian queers, according to AlQaisiya, Hilal, and Maikey not only 

consists of resisting the settler colonial state, but also in resisting the internalization of the 

colonizer’s standards when it comes to sexuality and sexual freedom. They worry that 

“pinkwashing promotes the false idea that Palestinian LGBTQ individuals and communities 

have no agency or place inside their own societies” and that “this creates a detrimental and 

toxic colonial relationship where the colonized comes to perceive the colonizer’s presence as 

necessary” (133).  

 The toxic link to the “collaborator image” also forecloses Palestinian queer inquiries 

into the patriarchal narrative of Palestinian liberation and the workings of heteronormativity 

in Palestinian society. Any such inquiry within settler colonial as well as in imperial 

structures, risks affirming that image. The multidirectional work of alQaws includes 

resistance to the settler state and to the reduction of Palestinian liberation to pre-existing 

gendered and sexual narratives that paradoxically incorporate a settler colonial inflection of 

social fragmentation. Concretely, this also means disrupting “the policies of fragmentation 

and division of Palestinians, as the main colonial/Zionist strategies used since 1948” (136). 

alQaws’s work is unique in that it refuses the divisions between Palestinians on the basis of 

either religion or locality arbitrarily imposed by the Zionist state and which are often 

“reproduced inside LGBTQ spaces, too often creating a specific hierarchy of power relations 

that is familiar to the general society” (136). alQaws is one of the few Palestinian 

organizations operating on both sides of the “Green Line” separating Palestinian 

communities in Israel from those in the West Bank and Gaza. Their approach performatively 

“offers a glimpse to the undivided and decolonized Palestinian society” that they hope to 

create and “challenges the very being of Zionism” (136).  

 Under the above conditions of settler colonial exclusion, dispossession, and 

elimination alQaws’s work focuses on the decolonization of Palestine and decolonization of 

gender and sexuality within Palestine. It summarizes its work as follows “decolonizing 

Palestinian identity within the Palestinian queer community;” “imagining a decolonized 

Palestine;” “refus[ing] to normalize with Israeli LGBTQ groups;” and “challenging the 

hegemony of Western LGBT organizing” (135-37). Within the framework of native survival 
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and sovereignty, Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques and activism foreground the 

necessity to understand Israel/Palestine as a settler colonial context whose dismantling 

behooves a settler colonial analytic that demands Palestinian sovereignty and justice as the 

main framework of struggle. Dismantling and responding to Zionist settler colonialism, 

however, is only part of the work, and Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques cannot be 

understood simply as responses to Zionist settler colonialism as a singular terrain of 

struggle.  

The entanglements between sexual politics and Zionist settler colonialism are the 

concerns of the first three chapters of Queering the Occupation. Chapter One examines 

Zionist sexual politics as a particular modality of settler colonial subject making. It analyzes 

the inclusion of Israeli LGBTs into the state that both obscures and deepens the colonization 

of Palestine and Palestinians. Tracing the itinerary of Israel’s LGBT movement, it looks at 

how the Zionist project becomes articulated on novel terms through the liberal inclusion of 

the gay subject.  

Chapter Two investigates how understanding pinkwashing holds potential for more 

than simply critiquing Israel’s management of Israel-Palestinian relations. It looks at how 

pinkwashing presents itself as a problem for political thought and action as well as for the 

political imagination. Through a discursive and visual analysis of Israel’s pinkwashing 

campaign, the chapter suggests that pinkwashing consolidates the global geopolitical 

divisions between “liberal” and “illiberal” states. Going beyond a critique of pinkwashing’s 

deployment of liberal tropes and values that brand Israel as a liberal nation-state because it 

has gay rights, this chapter asks: In what ways is pinkwashing emblematic of how 

liberalism, as a spatio-temporal project, structures the conditions of possibility for political 

thought and action today?  

 Chapter Three is based on research conducted in Jerusalem in the winter of 2015. I 

offered my time as a researcher to alQaws in an effort to redistribute my PhD resources back 

to the community. I received the task to examine Israel’s gay tourism industry. In this 

chapter, I look at the ways in which gay tourism itineraries and visual narratives function 

within/as a cultural archive of Zionism, which houses and (re)constructs particular bodies, 

desires, and “national intelligibilities” (Stein, Itineraries 3) that become consumable for the 

gay masses in the Global North. It shows how Israel’s gay tourism campaign draws on and 

constitutes a particular sight/site of Israel/Palestine while simultaneously foreclosing 

others. The relationship between gay tourism and settler colonialism is sometimes 

disguised as innocent and other times as liberatory and therefore is in need of closer 

scrutiny. The first three chapters of Queering the Occupation provide an analysis of the 
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entanglements between sexual politics and Zionist settler colonialism through a 

historicization of Israel’s pinkwashing campaign. 

The toxic relation between liberal discourses of gay rights, sexual politics, and settler 

colonialism has elicited responses from activist and scholarly communities since the advent 

of Israel’s pinkwashing campaign. In the second part of the dissertation, I engage with the 

role of the temporality of critique, idiom, political action, and the political imagination in how 

responses to injustice and inequality in Israel/Palestine are formulated within academic, 

activist, and LGBT NGO circles. Central to the second part of the dissertation is the question 

of how to write with the Palestinian anticolonial-queer movement in ways that do not 

operate within hegemonic paradigms/temporalities of critique, political action and political 

imagination that have hitherto failed to respond to the settler colonial catastrophe of 

Palestine in ways that open up other futurities outside the spatio-temporality of settler 

colonialism. 

 

Methodologies: Writing With 

 

Queering the Occupation can be read as an attempt to respond to PQBDS’s call. It asks 

what are the conditions of its emergence and how to respond to it. Why was there a need to 

specify a Palestinian queer call? What does a queer call mean for understanding the 

ongoing catastrophe of Palestine?  

One of the main challenges and fundamental questions of Queering the Occupation 

is how to write with the Palestinian queer movement? The question traverses a range of 

debates in indigenous, feminist, queer, black, decolonial, and postcolonial scholarship on 

broad and important questions, such as representation, speaking for and speaking as, 

identity politics, white privilege, the missionary impulse, accountability and responsibility, 

extractivism, reciprocity, and tokenization.20 These debates are formative for this project. 

They also shape my understanding of my own asymmetrical location as a white European 

scholar writing alongside and within these vast bodies of work out of ethical and political 

affinity and intellectual reciprocity. My own situatedness and whiteness are not simply 

scripted on my body, but rather tie into my access and privileges that enable and foreclose 

                                                        
20 These inquiries appear in diverse works, such as: Davis 1981; Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983; the Combahee 
River Collective Statement 1986; Spivak 1988, 1990, 1999; Martin Alcoff 1991-1992; Mohanty 2003; 
Mahrouse 2014; Alexander 2005; Davis and Tadiar 2005; Dhawan 2007; Tuck 2010; TallBear 2014; Olwan 
2015.  
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the writings of this project. Although I cannot undo the whiteness of my body, I can attempt 

to undo a white settler framework in the discussions that will follow.21  

Two main questions arise out of the challenge of writing with the Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer movement: the question of method and that of epistemology. The 

obstacles of attempting to write with a movement are threefold. First, there is the obstacle of 

being read as speaking for a movement to which I am related through transnational activist 

networks and alliances (and friendships), but also by virtue of my unwilling (queer) 

complicity with scripts of Israeli settler colonialism and Euro-North American Islamophobia 

and anti-Arab racism, nationalism, and imperialism. For instance, by the simple fact that my 

obligatory ABP pension fund at the University of Amsterdam invests in Israeli banks such as 

Hapoalim, Leumi, and Mizrahi-Tefahot that actively participate in Israel’s illegal occupation 

of the West Bank and its settler economy as stakeholders in settlement businesses. 

Queering the Occupation is not about ventriloquizing Palestinian anticolonial-queer 

concerns in/to the academy as another topic to be included within its intellectual domain. 

Rather, it situates such critiques as central conceptual interventions into the academic 

industrial complex. 

The second obstacle is being read as speaking about this movement, or in other 

words, as fitting my own academic career by extracting from and objectifying Palestinian 

queer struggles and experiences or romanticizing queer solidarities with Palestine. With a 

keen awareness of these obstacles, this project does not attempt to excavate an authentic 

queer Palestinian voice or subject that is resistant and knowable. It is not an ethnographic 

account.22 Instead it aims to unsettle the ways in which power and the “will to know” in both 

pinkwashing and critical scholarly responses to pinkwashing continue to use Palestinian 

queers as leverage without engaging with their discourse.  

Although my analysis pays attention to the settler colonial matrix of power in 

Israel/Palestine that generates particular queer subject positions and non-positions, 

speaking for and about the lived erotic lives of Palestinian queers is not my prerogative. I am 

                                                        
21 These statements are not an easy opting-out of responsibility by situating myself. I can hear some 
comrades rightful outrage at the ways in which white scholars and activists know how to verbally situate 
themselves to relieve them of the consequences. I do not expand on whiteness here because I do not want 
to center it within this dissertation. I hope throughout my writings my attachments and frameworks will 
become clearer. 
22 The role of ethnography and anthropology for the settler colonial project has been discussed at length, 
for instance, in Patrick Wolfe’s Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of Anthropology: The Politics 
and Poetics of an Ethnographic Event (1998) or Edward Said’s “Representing the Colonized: 
Anthropology’s Interlocutors” (1989). Even as I acknowledge the damaging history of ethnography and 
anthropology, my statement is certainly not a dismissal of excellent contemporary critical ethnographic 
and anthropological work by scholars such as Wekker (2006); Mahmood (2011, 2015); Clifford (2003); 
Fernando (2014); Simpson (2014); or Scott (2014). 
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however engaging with the ways in which Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques develop 

alternative discourses on gender and sex in Palestine as they are mobilized politically and 

intervene in hegemonic discourses on Palestinian and Arab sexualities. By being responsive 

to Palestinian anticolonial-queer knowledge production on sexual politics and settler 

colonialism, I also deliberately shift the debate away from North American conversations 

that seek to reframe pinkwashing and Palestine within their analytical purview.   

In the second part of Queering the Occupation, I understand the question how to 

respond to PQBDS’s call, and thus to a call for social justice, through the framework of the 

temporality and idiom of critique. In this section, I want to draw attention to how certain 

work becomes not theoretically legible through the idiom of critique that is presently 

available. How not to disappear these sources of critique? 

Spivak addresses the problem of idiom and representation when she writes, “we may 

encounter creole versions of the word ‘culture’ which complement our argument. But they 

are neither the same word nor its translation” (“Culture” 121). Her statement draws attention 

to the gap between hegemonic idiomatic registers, in this case “culture,” and other 

temporalities of struggle that operate alongside, in resistance to, and in excess of it. The 

deployment of the words queer, lesbian, or gay within Palestinian anticolonial-queer 

critiques for instance are “neither the same nor its translation,” even though they might 

resemble existing western nomenclature. For instance, alQaws continues to debate the 

workings and meanings of queer within the Palestinian context. The discussion on the term 

queer within alQaws can be summarized as follows: 

 

First, despite the contribution to political analysis, queer is still a western term, and 
instead of promoting it alQaws should focus on developing terms in Arabic. Second, 
the term and its different and ambiguous meanings contributed to a division in the 
community between those who identify with queer politically and understand its 
analysis, and those who don’t relate, understand and, most importantly, refuse to 
adopt it. Third, queer despite its anti-identitarian stance became yet another identity. 
Currently, alQaws has let go of the term queer, but still uses its radical frames of 
analysis. Although queer and LGBT remain part of its outreach project, it is set on 
generating analysis and discourse that can describe gender and sexual diversity and 
desires that focus on the lived experience of people. This is ongoing and its success 
is dependent on how communities engage with this new language. Queer will remain 
a frame of analysis that alQaws leadership will refer to, but it needs to be seen as 
immersed in a frame that encompasses feminism, sexual and gender diversity, anti-
colonialism, and decolonial projects if we want to understand all the aspects of 
struggle and the ongoing project of liberation in a holistic way. (Maikey and Stelder 
85) 
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Responses to PQBDS’s call have emerged from LGBT NGOs, queer academic circles in the 

Euro-North American academy, transnational solidarity activism, Israeli government pundits, 

and Palestinian frameworks of liberation. Focusing on the idiom of critique allows me to 

think through the problem of cultural translation and the ethical and political attunement to 

other temporalities of struggle. Queering the Occupation aims to unsettle the registers 

within which the work of the Palestinian anticolonial-queer movements has been perceived.  

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques and activism operate alongside and in 

resistance to settler colonial temporalities that include a language of LGBT rights and 

modern sexual discourse – what Scott Lauria Morgensen calls “settler homonationalism” 

(2010). While it responds to the incitement to discourse within settler temporality, 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques can never be fully captured within settler time and 

its accompanying idiom. alQaws’s work on “both sides of the green line,” for example, defies 

the settler state but also constitutes what Mark Rifkin would call a “being out of sync with 

settler time” (xiii). Paying attention to the gap between hegemonic idiomatic registers of 

redress, such as rights and Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques, Queering the 

Occupation is driven by “an incommensurable divide” (Tuck and Yang 2012) in which 

existing responses to PQBDS’s call remain irresponsive to Palestinian anticolonial-queer 

critiques.  

Idiom is culturally specific. By this I do not mean that a certain idiom “is Palestinian,” 

but rather draw attention to how the idiom of Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique remains 

largely untranslated and untranslatable: it is inappropriate to both contemporary queer 

critiques circulating in the Euro-North American academy and to transnational circuits of 

LGBT organizing. Palestinian anticolonial-queer activism does not work “idiomatically” 

within the idiom it is supposed to work within. This reveals the untranslatability of 

Palestinian queer critique within the present moment and also paradoxically draws attention 

to the idiomatic registers that neither preserve the order of colonization, nor operate 

exclusively through existing linguistic registers.23  

In a moving posthumous encounter between David Scott and the late Stuart Hall, 

Scott attunes us to Hall’s legacy. He does so through a series of letters written to Hall that 

do not necessarily invoke the critical registers through which Hall’s work operates, but 

rather the ways in which Hall’s cultivation of a what Scott calls a “listening self” might open 

                                                        
23 I am eternally grateful to Professor Gina Dent who, during the many conversations we had during my 
visiting research period at the University of California Santa Cruz, presented me with the challenge of 
idiom and the temporality of critique, thereby transforming my work entirely. She continues to challenge 
me to push my work forward theoretically and not to fall for the answers that are readily available and 
urges me to think theoretically in furthering social justice work. 
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up to “an ethics of receptive generosity” (Stuart). Scott’s reading of Hall provides a different, 

and perhaps counterintuitive, horizon for engaging theoretically (and politically) with the 

voice and work of an other beyond the “denigration of hearing and listening in the history of 

Western metaphysics” (43). His own work engages the conditions of possibility for political 

action and the political imagination beyond the liberal horizon and laments the tragic loss 

and foreclosure of other temporalities of struggle (Scott 2004, 2014).  

In his letters to Hall, Scott’s attunement to the possibilities of the cultivation of a 

“listening self” offers a different modality for engaging the idiom of critique. What is 

significant about Scott’s letters to Hall, and his work more generally, is how he offers a 

“contrast between a ‘critical self’ who is an agent of critique, and a ‘listening self’ who is an 

agent of attunement and receptivity” (Scott, Stuart 5). Hall’s work, he tells him, especially 

takes shape through the cultivation of a “listening self.” By no means do I intend to compare 

Queering the Occupation with Hall’s legacy, but it is Scott’s reading of Hall’s work that 

inspires the methodological and analytical stakes of my own project and might help us think 

differently about my attempt to write with Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques. Both a 

critique of Zionist sexual politics and an attempt at listening differently to Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer critiques, Queering the Occupation hopes to attune itself to different 

modes and temporalities of struggle beyond hegemonic critical paradigms. 

 Scott asks, “Why might listening be so significant for, say, altering our pervasively 

deaf ways of talking about our life-worlds and the powers and relations and understandings 

that constitute it?” (41). Writing with Palestinian anticolonial-queer activism is not about 

following party lines or simply translating the work into the academic registers available for 

critiquing the present. It pushes for a different receptiveness, for the cultivation of a 

“listening self,” as “thinking with listening may open us toward novel possibilities of being 

and acting” that includes “a mobile responsiveness to marginalization and exclusion and by 

the moral-political prospect of being not only expressively but also receptively present to 

others” (27). Such a listening self requires a responsive listener to the “hermeneutic idiom of 

voice” that opens up an “ethics of receptivity” and “reciprocal attunement” (17). In other 

words, “a mode of speaking that is at once a mode of listening” (21). Or in the case of 

Queering the Occupation, a mode of writing that is at once a mode of listening. Such a 

reciprocal attunement might open up a different way of “figuring the Other whose reception 

might be at stake in any ethical (and political) relation” (21). Cultivating a different mode of 

listening as an “ethics of receptive generosity” (21) demands not only attunement to existing 

idiomatic registers and practices of critique, but also warrants an altered attunement to the 

role of idiom and temporality in any theoretical (and political) engagement. Such a listening 
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self, according to Scott, is not only about receiving the voice of the Other, but also about the 

style through which this reception returns in the acts of “thinking-speaking-listening-

understanding” (49). Cultivating a “nonrepressive and nondismissive mode of hearing” (45) 

in relation to the idiom of Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques requires me to “cultivate 

my capacity to listen to you, heedfully, in intellectual friendship – that is, to listen to you in 

such a way that yields enough to you (lets you be, enough) so that I can hear you in the 

idiom in which you are speaking, but that retains at the same time enough contrast, and 

enough tension (through the languages of my own preoccupations), to disable mere 

assimilation, mere absorption: to listen to you, so to speak, as another – but not identical – 

self” (45; emphasis added). Writing with Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques is ultimately 

a matter of listening differently. Through the cultivation of a listening, rather than simply a 

critical self more appropriate to the idiom of the western academy and its historical 

practices of absorption and assimilation, Queering the Occupation hopes to provide a 

different orientation to the idiom and temporalities of struggle provided by Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer activism.  

Queering the Occupation engages the discourse created collectively in English by 

Palestinian activists as a central conceptual intervention that attempts to alter the politics of 

address at work within the ruling idiom. Within this dissertation, I understand myself as an 

addressee of that work. There is also a whole body of writing available in Arabic, but I 

deliberately decided not to ask for translations. The reason English translations of certain 

writings are not available is that they are not meant to be consumed (in translation) by an 

Anglophone audience. Tuck and Yang discuss the importance of refusing to do certain 

research within research as a means to “humanize the researcher” (“R-words” 223) and 

decolonize research practices. They take up Mohawk scholar Audra Simpson’s work on 

“ethnographic refusal” among Mohawk communities of Kahnawá:ke (2007, 2014). They 

write, “refusal, and stances of refusal in research, are attempts to place limits on conquest 

and the colonization of knowledge by marking what is off limits, what is not up for grabs or 

discussion, what is sacred, and what can’t be known” (Tuck and Yang, “R-Words” 225). 

Refusal to make everything available for research, they argue, can be read as refusing the 

legitimacy, in their case, of social science research within indigenous communities as a way 

to refuse the (settler) colonial legacies of researchers who would invade indigenous 

territories to taxonomize, register, and study indigenous communities that then provided the 

ratio for their expulsion and elimination.24 Through refusing to answer certain questions 

                                                        
24 Interestingly, Aharoni lauds his own background as a social scientist as central to the succesof the 
Brand Israel campaign (Aharoni 2015). 
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most readily at hand or refusing to participate in the translation of certain works into 

English, Queering the Occupation aims to unsettle certain desires for knowledge about “the 

other” that are at risk of collapsing this dissertation into specialist expertise on the part of 

the researcher about Palestinian queer communities.25 

Tuck and Yang transform Spivak’s famous question “can the subaltern speak?” into 

the question “can the subaltern speak in/to the academy” (225)? They write: 

 
Spivak critiques the position of the intellectual who is invested in the ventriloquism of 
the speaking subaltern for the banality of what serves as evidence of such “speech,” 
and for the ways in which intellectuals take opportunity to conflate the work and 
struggle of the subaltern with the work of the intellectual, which only serves to make 
more significant/authentic their own work. (225) 
 

Implicitly they also touch upon the question of the idiom and temporality of critique and the 

ways in which the ruling critical idiom risks collapsing and superseding subaltern struggle 

into intellectual labor. Subsequently, such a position again forecloses access to the lines of 

social mobility, so important for Spivak, for moving out of subalterneity. Writing with 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques is therefore always at risk of being misrecognized – 

which is again a question of idiom – as merely providing further evidence of the existence of 

such discourses for the sake of scholarly production. Instead, Queering the Occupation 

encourages the reader to understand such critiques as central conceptual interventions into 

the existing scenes of speaking. It aims to engage in the work of re-presentation without 

fetishizing a Palestinian queer subaltern position sutured to narratives of pain as the only 

modalities through which Palestinian queers can become recognizable in/to the academy. 

As Tuck and Wayne argue, engaging only with documenting and analyzing narratives of 

pain, 

 
require[s] time to be organized as linear and rigid, in which the pained body (or 
community or people) is set back or delayed on some kind of path of humanization, 
and now must catch up (but never can) to the settler/unpained/able body (or 
community or people or society or philosophy or knowledge system) … damage-
centered research reifies a settler temporality and helps suppress other 
understandings of time. (231) 

                                                        
25 The past six years I have been presenting parts of this project at academic conferences. No matter what 
discipline or topic, I would always receive the same questions such as “but are there critical queer 
Israelis?” or the more intransigent question “but what about homophobia in Gaza?” After some years, I 
realized that rather than answering those questions as expected within a conference setting, refusing to 
answer such questions opens up other avenues for approaching the work in perhaps unfamiliar or 
uncomfortable ways. This also led the project to shift from a critique of pinkwashing to a more in-depth 
engagement with the questions of writing with and listening differently. 
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Understanding the sexual politics of Zionist settler colonialism and Palestinian anticolonial-

queer critiques does more than simply reveal a pained body. 26 I deliberately decided not to 

interview Palestinian queer activists even though most of this work and its investments took 

shape through ongoing conversations and collaborations with members of alQaws and 

PQBDS. It is therefore not an ethnographic account of queer resistance in Palestine, nor is it 

a story about a place and its people that I am to “bring back” into the scholarly folds of the 

western academy as if it were easily transportable and narratable as such. The decision to 

not conduct interviews is intimately tied to PQBDS and alQaws’s politics of “ethnographic 

refusal”27 when it comes to individualizing and fetishizing queer voices in Palestine. The 

refusal to interview is an attempt to privilege collective effort and struggle over narratives 

that are at risk of becoming narrowly individualized and thereby rendered politically void, as 

I am writing from within the west where the politics of queer visibility and pain, especially 

the pain of the queer racialized other, is dominant. I therefore seek to follow Palestinian 

queer critiques of the “politics of visibility” and representations that adopt a politics of 

recognition that privileges individualized narratives of trauma and pain over collective efforts 

to transform the discourse and engage in alternative epistemologies (Hilal 2013). Queering 

the Occupation is an attempt to switch roles: I become the interviewee responding to a call 

and to the questions emerging from it. In this case, our shared refusal “is not just a ‘no,’ but 

a redirection to ideas otherwise unacknowledged or unquestioned. Unlike a settler colonial 

configuration of knowledge that is petulantly exasperated and resentful of limits, a 

methodology of refusal regards limits on knowledge as productive, as indeed a good thing” 

(Tuck and Yang, “R-words” 239). Such a refusal can be made meaningful by grounding it in 

“a critique of settler colonialism, its construction of Whiteness, and its regimes of 

representation. Second, refusal generates, expands, champions representational territories 

that colonial knowledge endeavors to settle, enclose, domesticate” (241-42). Furthermore, 

the refusal to engage with certain forms of knowledge production within the western 

academy cannot be underestimated. They fundamentally disrupt the ways in which 

dominant regimes of representation are kept intact.  

                                                        
26 Examples of the limited focus on narratives of pain and how they feed into a settler temporality are 
popular in Israeli-made documentaries, such as Invisible Men by Yair Moser (for a pertinent critique of the 
film see Jankovic 2012) or Oriented by Brian Schaeffer (for a pertinent critique of the film see alQaws 
“Opinion Piece about the Documentary Oriented.” 
27 I take the concept of “ethnographic refusal” from the groundbreaking work of Mohawk scholar Audra 
Simpson on the ways in which Mohawk communities of Kahnawá:ke resist the ethnographers’ will to 
know through a politics of refusal in the ethnographic interview (2007, 2014). 
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The absence of interviews in this work does not point to an absence of an ongoing 

dialogue in which my “thinking-as-speaking” aspires continuous interactivity with others; “it 

depends upon their collaborative presence through speaking and listening” (Scott, Stuart 

32). This not only includes my Palestinian anticolonial-queer interlocutors, but also the 

theoretical (and political) fields and voices through which Queering the Occupation takes 

shape. Attuning and attending to refusal is one of the modalities through which the 

practices of listening differently and writing with will take shape throughout this project. 

The last obstacle to writing with the movement involves writing about Israel/Palestine 

through a lens that privileges indigenous knowledge production, because it risks rendering 

the communities and people behind these discourses even more vulnerable as the academy 

is “a community of practice that is focused upon the propagation and promulgation of 

(settler colonial) knowledge” (Tuck and Yang, “R-Words” 232). European and North 

American academic industrial complexes collaborating with Zionist organizations do their 

best to crush the work and careers of scholars who engage critically with Palestine.28 

Especially and centrally Palestinian and Arab scholars face ongoing backlash for their 

critiques of the Israeli state and some have lost their jobs and livelihoods. Being read as a 

white female scholar within a white patriarchal academic environment has ironically and 

problematically allowed me to make a living for the duration of my PhD fellowship. In other 

words, the existence of Israeli occupation has provided me with bread on the table, whereas 

Palestinian – and especially queer Palestinian scholars – continue to struggle for access to 

academic institutions. Writing with the movement is not my attempt to absolve myself from 

this violent dynamic enabled by settler colonialism, but rather to find ways to continue to be 

accountable to unsettling a settler framework.  

Concretely, writing with the Palestinian queer movement means a rigorous 

engagement with Palestinian anticolonial-queer knowledge production without idealizing or 

instrumentalizing it in the ways that academic, NGO, and military industrial complexes and 

international relations have in recent years. It involves an engagement with Palestinian 

                                                        
28 Examples of those who have faced disciplinary measures are Dr. Steven Salaita who lost his tenure track 
position at Virginia Tech due to comments made on Twitter about Israel’s assault on Gaza (Salaita 2014). 
Professor Rabab Abdulhadi who has recently become a target for California-based Zionist groups for a 
research trip to Palestine she conducted in the name of the San Francisco State University in 2014. She 
continues to be harassed by Zionist groups such as the Lawfare Project and the AMCHA Initiative, which 
is a non-profit organization that masquerades as an organization protecting Jewish students from anti-
Semitism, while intimidating and threatening Palestinian and allied researchers. Her name and personal 
details were publically distributed by the infamous U.S.-based Canary Mission, a Zionist organization 
documenting and publishing (private) information about researchers known to support BDS. Numerous 
Students for Justice in Palestine groups, including one at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, continue to 
face intimidation by Zionist students and student groups and censorship by their own universities, which 
are known to cancel events and student-led courses. 
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anticolonial-queer critique not only of Israel’s settler colonial regime, but also of the ways its 

work has been (mis)used by activists, journalists, human rights workers, and academics. It 

also means suspending hegemonic forms of redress and emancipation, such as gay rights, 

coming out, pride, or visibility in the ways they have been used in pinkwashing, Zionist 

sexual politics, and transnational solidarity efforts. Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques 

pose a demand on the reader/listener to take Palestinian anticolonial-queer discourses 

seriously as conceptual interventions into existing scenes of speaking.  

My mobilization of the term “queer” in Queering the Occupation is always already a 

form of (mis)translation rather than a neat imposition of one legacy of struggle onto another 

context. In Queering the Occupation, queering points to an unconventional and unaccepted 

modality of understanding Israel/Palestine: its readings and analyses are askew to dominant 

modes of engagement. Within this dissertation, queerness also emerges in the hopeful 

words of José Esteban Muñoz as something that 

is not yet here. Queerness is an ideality. Put another way, we are not yet queer. We 
may never touch queerness, but we can feel it as the warm illumination of a horizon 
imbued with potentiality. We have never been queer, yet queerness exists for us as an 
ideality that can be distilled from the past and used to imagine a future. The future is 
queerness’s domain. Queerness is a structuring and educated mode of desiring that 
allows us to see and feel beyond the quagmire of the present. (Muñoz, 1; emphasis 
added) 

 

In other words, a different sense of futurity is anticolonial-queer critique’s domain. Queering 

opens up other avenues of struggle and futurities that look beyond the imprisoning and 

suffocating present and attend to decolonial imaginaries that persist under occupation.  

 Drawing attention to different scenes of speaking and listening that Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer critiques necessitate, Chapter Four addresses the question of responding 

to PQBDS’s call. Central questions in this chapter are, what becomes audible as a 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique? What does this demand of the listener? And, what 

other scenes of speaking become visible by engaging with Palestinian queer critique? 

Reading responses to Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques alongside Saba Mahmood’s 

work on the temporality of critique in minority-majority relations, Dina Al-Kassim’s 

discussion of rebellious speech and the literary rant, and Jean-Francois Lyotard’s concept of 

the differend, this chapter seeks to understand how Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques 

continue to encounter different(ial) modes of intransigence to their calls for justice or 

receive responses that leave existing scenes of speaking intact, even from groups that 

express support for their cause. 
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Chapter Five engages with Palestinian queer refusal of the parameters of gay rights 

and emancipation and provocatively asks, what happens when it is not about gay rights? 

This chapter suspends the notion of equality that gay rights purport to offer. It asks instead 

how Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques dismantle the fantasy that gay rights operate 

independently of systems of subjugation and control particular to Israel’s settler colonial 

present. What other conditions of possibility for responding to the ongoing catastrophe of 

Palestine become possible when the desire to resort to liberal legal paradigms of redress 

becomes unsettled?  

In Chapter Six, I take up Muñoz’s proposal of imagining queer futurity and propose a 

decolonial-queer lens to do so. From anticolonial-queer critique I turn to Palestinian 

decolonial-queer space-making practices by engaging with Katherine McKittrick’s re-

reading of Sylvia Wynter’s call for “more humanly workable geographies” in her book 

Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle (2006). I deliberately 

shift the frame from anticolonial-queer critiques to decolonial-queer space-making practices. 

Anticolonial critiques are part of a struggle against the settler colonial state. A Palestinian 

decolonial-queer framework, on the other hand, encompasses anticolonial critiques but 

cannot be reduced to them. It operates not only against, but also alongside and beyond 

settler spatio-temporalities and proselytizes a time when the anticolonial ceases to be 

necessary. Attuning to a particular space created by the Palestinian queer movement during 

the World Social Forum: Free Palestine in Porto Alegre, Brazil in 2012, I examine how it 

created a space for other intelligibilities to be lived, felt, and heard that embody, as spatial 

practice, a freedom not yet to come. 

Accompanied by a range of analytical and theoretical interventions in the fields of 

postcolonial, indigenous, queer, feminist, settler colonial, Palestine, and black (diaspora) 

studies, Queering the Occupation stays close to the fields of literary and performance 

studies and cultural analysis – my scholarly fields of origin – in its attentiveness to both text 

and the body through close reading and visual and discourse analyses. Paying attention to 

the scenes of speaking here, my interdisciplinary background appears in the analyses of 

these scenes. I explore the method strategy of writing with through discussing an array of 

visual, affective, and textual materials that range from government speeches to legal 

decisions, tourist brochures, political manifestos, publicized email conversations, visual 

representations, political calls, events, and other neglected details formative of the 

constitution of a Zionist settler colonial cultural archive and Palestinian anticolonial-queer 

resistance. Following Gloria Wekker, I understand the cultural archive as “located in many 

things, in the way we think, do things, and look at the world, in what we find sexually 
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attractive, in how our affective and rational economies are organized and intertwined” 

(White Innocence 19). By engaging with this archive, I look at the representations, affective 

responses, and political imaginations of Israel/Palestine that surface and at how they are 

embedded in and/or resist what Said calls the cultural archive of western imperialism 

“where the intellectual and aesthetic investments in … domination are made” (Culture, xxi). 

The ongoing and further escalation of the catastrophe of Palestine warrants the 

absence of a conclusion, a misleading indication of a point of closure. Instead, and perhaps 

more appropriately, Queering the Occupation finishes with an Epilogue that captures the 

hopes for a more just future this dissertation aspires to contribute to working toward. 

 Queering the Occupation hopes to continue to shift the conversation and provide 

different ways of listening and engaging with Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques in 

order to understand how looking at the ongoing catastrophe of Palestine from an 

anticolonial-queer vantage point might open up decolonial-queer futurities. 
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Chapter One: “From the Closet into the Knesset:” Zionist Sexual 
Pol it ics and the Formation of Settler Subjectivity1 

This chapter examines the shifting politics of Zionist settler colonialism with the emergence 

of a legally sanctioned and tolerated national gay citizen-subject in Israel.2 In other words, it 

discusses the sexual politics of Zionism as a particular modality of settler colonial subject 

making. It traces the itinerary of Israel’s LGBT movement to look at how the Zionist project 

becomes re-articulated on novel terms. This inquiry arises from the concern that Israel’s 

contemporary branding strategy of pinkwashing – using gay rights and gay life to promote 

Israel a liberal and tolerant state to attract support from liberals the world over – is 

predominantly framed as one manifestation of “the global conditions of homonationalism” 

(Puar, Rethinking 337). Following Palestinian anticolonial-queer interventions that position 

pinkwashing more firmly within the Zionist settler colonial context,3 it intervenes in such 

generalizing analytical practices in order to understand the settler colonial undercurrents 

that form the conditions of possibility upon which pinkwashing could emerge in the first 

place. Such conditions arise from the continued abjection, destruction, and disavowal of 

Palestine, Palestinians, and Palestinian resistance to the settler colonial state.  

Puar’s work on homonationalism in which “national recognition and inclusion, here 

as the annexation of homosexual jargon, is contingent upon the segregation and 

disqualification of racial and sexual others from the national imaginary” (Puar, Terrorist 2), 

simply features Israel as an example of homonationalism arising from the racialization and 

sexualization of Arabs without attending to Zionist settler modalities and legacies through 

which such sexual politics operates. Although the discourses deployed to erase Palestinian 

belonging to the land draw on anti-Arab and Islamophobic rhetoric, the ongoing processes 

of Palestinian dispossession need to be situated more firmly with the Zionist settler colonial 

context. I argue for a situated account of the settler colonial context of Israel/Palestine as a 

context of colonization that cannot be easily collapsed into the sexualization-racialization of 

Arab and Muslim bodies post-9/11 even as they sometimes operate together intimately. I 

follow Chickasaw scholar Jodi Byrd’s call to discern between racialization and colonization 

as “concomitant global systems that secure dominance through time, property and notions 

of self” (xxiii). She argues that although racialization and colonization are entangled within 
                                                        
1 An earlier version of this chapter has been published in Settler Colonial Studies with the title “‘From the 
Closet Into the Knesset: Zionist Sexual Politics and the Formation of Settler Subjectivity” (2017). 
2 “From the Closet into the Knesset” is a line from Amit Kama’s essay “Parading Pridefully into the 
Mainstream: Gay and Lesbian Immersion in the Civil Core” (2011). 
3 See, for example, Maikey and Schotten 2012. 
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the liberal settler state (in her case in the U.S.), “these two processes of domination have 

often been conflated (making racism colonialism and vice versa)” in ways that “obfuscate 

the distinctions between the two systems of dominance and the coerced complicities amid 

both” (xxvii). While such sexualization-racialization is formative of the contemporary crisis, 

framing Israel/Palestine in this way allows the Palestinian (queer) native to disappear once 

again. Sexualization-racialization needs to be complemented by an account of the sexual 

politics of settler colonialism that extends beyond the imposition of modern sexuality on 

Palestinian queers. Byrd’s call to discern between processes of racialization and 

colonization, and I would like to add sexualization, is crucial in understanding the limitations 

of Puar’s work regarding Israel/Palestine in which Palestinian indigeneity is easily collapsed 

into the racialized category of the ‘Arab’ and Islamophobia, which marks race as the 

founding category upon which Palestine was settled, 4 and erases other geographies of 

Zionist settling and the settler/native dynamic in Israel/Palestine (Byrd 2011).5  

Focusing on the specific formation of Israeli gay identity in tandem with Israel’s 

shifting settler colonial discourses and sexual politics from the late 1980s onward, this 

chapter suggests that the itinerary of Israel’s LGBT movement forms the conditions of 

possibility for Israel’s pinkwashing campaign to take shape. Through an analysis of the 

itinerary of Israel’s LGBT movement, this chapter asks: how does Zionist settler colonialism 

form the conditions of possibility for an Israeli gay subjectivity and pinkwashing to emerge, 

and how does their emergence re-arrange the Zionist imaginary?  

I propose that Zionism is a specific settler colonial constellation that provides us with 

an altered understanding of the conditions of possibility for the emergence of pinkwashing 

and an altered understanding of the Zionist project itself. If I were to join in the chorus of 

neologisms,6 I could call these sexual politics of Zionism homozionism, but I am hesitant to 

propose such a term, as it enables the homo to be separated from the national as a distinct 

form of biopolitical subject formation that is not structured by and through “reproductive 

heteronormativity” as its founding logic. Following Spivak, Nikita Dhawan argues that 

critiques of homonationalism, although essential, obscure reproductive heteronormativity as 

                                                        
4 The specific constellation of the Ashkenazi-Jewish subject as the locus of Zionist subjectivity – at the 
expense of Mizrahi-Jewish communities – already shows how racialization might be an insufficient lens 
for investigating settler/native dynamics. For more on Mizrahi dispossession, see Shohat 1997, 2006.  
5 Byrd similarly critiques Puar’s Terrorist Assemblages, and especially her Deleuzian approach in which 
the Indian “is the transit, the field through which presignifying polyvocality is re/introduced into the 
signifying regime, and signs begin to proliferate a series of becomings that serves all regimes of signs” 
(Byrd 19). 
6 For pertinent re-articulations of homonationalism, see: Morgensen 2010; Wekker 2016; 
Camacho 2015.  
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an irreducible condition for both homophobia and homonationalism to manifest (Dhawan, 

“Empire” 207). Reproductive heteronormativity is a Spivakian term referring to “a 

complicated semiotic system of organizing sexual/gendered differential” (Spivak, Aesthetic 

124). Spivak discusses how “we are in a double bind with RHN through the variety of our 

sexualities. This normativity extends to reproduction, with all its psychic uses, so that 

‘human’ can be established and distinguished from experiencing beings” (124). 

Reproductive heteronormativity is a structuring principle, or “irreducible… upstream from 

straight/queer/trans” (123). It is articulated within the Zionist settler colonial project, which 

seeks to establish the settler as “human” while reducing the native to a disposable 

“experiencing being.” 

This chapter shows how Zionist settler colonial legacies operate at the center of the 

iteration of Israeli gay subjectivity. Morgensen proposes “settler homonationalism” as “a 

condition of the formation of modern queer subjects, cultures, and politics” in North 

America (“Theorizing” 107). Morgensen’s elaboration of settler homonationalism seeks to 

understand the affective appropriation and erasure of native sexual cultures for the 

construction of a viable North American modern queer subjectivity. Although it lends itself 

to the North American contexts, it cannot be so translated to the settler colonial crisis of 

Israel/Palestine.7 In contrast to Morgensen, who focuses on the creation of a sexual 

modernity, I emphasize how sexual modernity becomes scripted through the Zionist project, 

which constitutes Zionist hegemony and the ongoing destruction of Palestine. I focus on the 

shifting modalities of Zionist sexual politics that operate within the formation of the liberal 

settler state post-Oslo Accords. Hereby, I seek to complement contemporary conversations 

on the formation of sexual subjectivities within settler colonial contexts by suggesting that 

the formation of sexual subjectivity is not only formed through settler colonialism, but serves 

its deepened entrenchment.  

As stated in the introduction, this dissertation concerns itself with the question of 

how to write with the Palestinian queer movement. This question resonates with Rana 

Barakat’s pertinent query of “how can a settler-colonial analysis be part of a deeply political 

scholarly mode of indigenous resistance in Palestine?” (2). Palestinian anticolonial-queer 

critiques caution against subsuming pinkwashing under the rubric of homonationalism. 

Within the context of this chapter, writing with means analyzing itinerary of Israel’s LGBT 

movement as part of the Zionist cultural archive. Wekker alludes specifically to the ways in 

which structures of superiority and domination are kept intact through the cultural archive 

                                                        
7 This does not mean comparative studies of Palestine Studies and Native Studies are impossible or 
undesirable. See, for example: Olwan 2015; Krebs and Olwan 2012; Salaita 2008, 2016. 
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as a repository of knowledge and feelings that constitute “a deep structure of inequality in 

thought and affect” that has formed “a sense of self” (White Innocence 2). Here I inquire into 

the trajectory of Israel’s LGBT movement and how it (re)articulated particular modes of 

belonging to the settler state. This chapter unfolds through analyzing a selection of 

mainstream and academic texts written about and by the Israeli LGBT movement. I use 

these texts to trace particular itineraries of belonging and unbelonging within the settler 

state along with the articulation of particular forms of “sexual citizenship” (Sabsay 2012). 

The colonization of Palestine and the racialization-sexualization of Palestinians are 

constitutively and intimately inscribed and obscured within these itineraries.  

 

1 .1 “Parading pridefu l ly into the mainstream”8 

 

Amit Kama, media scholar and a key figure in the Jewish-Israeli gay emancipation 

movement, discusses what he perceives as the modes of oppression and repression Israel’s 

“lesbigay movement” faces.9 His work is predominantly concerned with the ways in which 

lesbigays became included in Israel’s civil core and how the media and the state have 

accelerated the tolerance of homosexuality.10 He writes:  

Unlike other ‘Western’ countries, several unique factors colluded in [the] practices of 

repression and oppression in Israel: 

1. The Zionist ethos accentuating the hegemonic precedence of a collective and united 
body of Israelis over personal needs and identities, especially in the face of an 
enduring sense of immanent [sic] threat from Arab neighbors ... In a climate of 
opinion where the collective was superior to personal identity, formation of an 
unorthodox, namely homosexual, identity was seen as an undesired cultivation of a 
capricious self.  

2. Zionism saw ‘the apotheosis of the masculine’ … embodied in the new Jew’s 
strenuously virile ideal … thereby precluding and repressing any signs of femininity 

                                                        
8 The subtitle is taken from Kama’s article “Parading Pridefully into the Mainstream: Gay and Lesbian 
Immersion in the Civil Core” 2011. 
9 From here on I use Kama’s term “lesbigay,” as it more aptly describes the context of the LGBT 
movement. Kama’s work has predominantly focused on the lives of gay men. He openly admits that the 
patriarchal structure of Zionism disregards and oppresses women and also lesbians in a particular way, as 
women are seen as wives and mothers only. In “Parading Pridefully into the Mainstream,” Kama rejoices 
in the idea that he can finally write about lesbians, whom he neglected up till now. The debate on 
reproduction and lesbian motherhood allows him to take women into account. Although, at first sight, it 
appears that Kama rejects Zionist patriarchy, he extends it by rejoicing in the reproductive role of lesbian 
women. 
10 In 2016, Kama conducted a survey commissioned by the Tourism Taskforce and the Tel Aviv 
Municipality “to examine the entertainment and consumer habits of gay visitors from abroad” (Blum 2016). 
Gay tourism is a prime feature of the Brand Israel campaign and is discussed in detail in Chapter Three. 
News on the completion of the survey was even published in theextreme right media outlet Breitbart in the 
U.S. 
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in the Sabra ... Since homosexuality has traditionally been conceived as sexual 
inversion … formation of a homosexual identity constituted a dire breach of the strict 
Zionist gender roles.  

3. The legendary indoctrination to self-actualization by bearing as many progeny as was 
nationally desired – what today referred to as the ‘demographic problem’ – added 
another obstacle on the road to self-fulfillment for persons who would perhaps 
otherwise seek same-sex partners. (Kama, “Parading” 182; emphasis added) 

Kama traces these three obstacles for Israel’s lesbigay movement back to Zionist 

discourses, which are: the ideology of Zionist collectivism and homogeneity; Zionist 

masculinity; and the Zionist demographic challenge to secure a Jewish majority in historic 

Palestine. The passage quoted above is crucial as it provides the socio-political context for 

the emergence of Israel’s lesbigay movement. Furthermore, these obstacles paradoxically 

form the conditions of possibility for the emergence of an Israeli lesbigay identity. To give 

insight into the workings of this paradox, I inquire into the discourses and constellations at 

work in Kama’s understanding of the challenges Israeli lesbigays face. I also ask how they 

relate to the larger Zionist settler colonial context and formation of settler subjectivity. 

Amit Kama is a renowned Israeli media scholar and lesbigay activist. He was married 

(outside of Israel) to former Knesset member Uzi Even; he is involved in gay surrogacy 

struggles; and has recently completed a survey for the Israeli government on how to attract 

more gay tourists to Israel (Blum 2016). This chapter scrutinizes the three itineraries Kama 

lays out. I call these points itineraries, as they (re-)inscribe particular settler movements of 

inclusion and exclusion and nativize a particular narrative of the queer settler body onto the 

land and into the state that (re)territorializes space, land, and bodies. Instead of celebrating 

the fact that Israel has legally and partially embraced its Jewish-Israel LGBTQ constituents, I 

take a closer look at how Israel’s lesbigay movement articulates its belonging to the state. 

Their articulations of belonging reiterate and rely on unequal structures and ideologies that 

legitimize the Zionist project; the founding of the Israeli state in 1948; the ongoing settler 

colonial project today; and the ongoing oppression and disenfranchisement of the 

Palestinian people.  

A key aspect of Zionism is the construction of Jewish belonging to the Jewish 

homeland.”11 This entails the articulation of affective, bodily, economic, geographic, and 

political belonging to the land.12 It goes hand-in-hand with an active process of 

                                                        
11 See, for example: Said 1979; Shohat 1997; Boyarin 1997; Yosef 1994; Massad 2006; Jankovic 2012.  
12 See, for example: Said 1980, 1997; Massad 2006; Wolfe 2012; Veracini 2013; Rouhana and Sabbagh-
Khoury 2015.   
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“unbelonging” (Jankovic 202-211) that continues to consolidate Palestinian dispossession.13 

Unbelonging is a political, ideological, affective, geographical, representational, and 

economic structuring principle of Zionist settler colonialism.  

 

1 .2 Zionist Col lectiv ity and The Lesbigay 

 

Despite the many obstacles posed by Zionist practices of repression that Kama mentions, 

the Israeli lesbigay movement has been on a relatively steady course to inclusion and 

assimilation since the late 1980s. The rapid acceleration of legal inclusion is not necessarily 

reflected in a similar decrease in homophobia, but by an increase in positive representations 

of lesbigays in the public sphere. In 1988, Israel removed its anti-sodomy clause during 

larger reforms of the then operative British Mandate Penal Code; in 1992, the Knesset 

passed the Equal Employment Opportunities Act integrating lesbigays more fully in the 

workplace; in 1993, the Israeli Army opened its ranks to “out” gays and integrated anti-

discriminatory policies into its statutes; that same year, Tel Aviv held its first gay pride 

parade; marriages performed abroad are now recognized; and, in 2005, the first lesbian 

couple allowed to adopt each other’s children, setting a legal precedent for lesbigay 

parenting rights. The period from 1988 until 1993 – during and after the First Intifada – 

“legitimized to some extent, gay and lesbian representation in mainstream media. It also 

gave rise to a new queer culture that grew safely within the Israeli consensus” (Yosef 142-

43). If Zionism articulates such a supposedly static epistemological, ontological, and 

affective vision of the Jewish-Israeli citizen-subject, then how, and under what conditions, 

did a gay citizen-subject become imaginable? How is the lesbigay body articulated within 

Israeli lesbigay discourse, and how does it interact with practices of “exclusive Jewish 

sovereignty” (Massad 2006)? 

According to Kama, the Israeli lesbigay movement is set on “parading pridefully into 

the mainstream” or from “the closet into the Knesset” (Kama “Parading”). In other words, it 

expresses “an all-encompassing liberal aspiration of the Israeli lesbigay community to be 

included within the civil core” (181). The first obstacle Kama describes is Zionism’s rejection 

of individual rights and liberties in favor of a Jewish collectivism that can respond to Israel’s 

imminent “existential threat.” According to Kama, but also Alon Harel (2000) and Alisa 

Solomon (2003), the legal inclusion of Israeli lesbigays is part of a broader trend to liberalize 

Israel’s cultural and political economy in the years leading up to and following the signing of 

                                                        
13 See, for example: Masalha 1992, 1997, 2000, 2003, 2012; Khalidi 1987, 2006; Said 1979, 1980, 2001. 
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the 1993 Oslo Accords. Cultural and political liberalization began to deemphasize a 

homogenous Zionist collectivity and body politic and gave, as Maikey cynically remarks, 

“some Palestinians, some authority, on some of their lands” (“Sexual Discourses” 2012). 

Israeli sociologist Michael Shalev notes that despite Israel’s liberalization “the legacy of 

Zionist collectivism persists in many practices – and even more, the discourses – that 

surround the political economy” (Shalev 143).  

On 22 March 1988, the Knesset decriminalized sodomy as part of a larger reform of its 

Penal Code, which had been a remnant of the British Mandate in Palestine and the colonial-

legal system in the British colonies. Criminalization of sexual acts “against the order of 

nature” does not exist within the contemporary Occupied Palestinian Territories, which are 

subject to Jordanian Law. The urge to repeal the legislation came from Yael Dayan, a 

Member of Knesset (MK) for the Labor Party14 who was an enthusiastic proponent of legal 

inclusion of gays and lesbians. Previous attempts to repeal the clause – by Uri Avneri in 1971 

and a group of left-wing MKs in 1978 – had remained unsuccessful and were largely 

unknown within Israeli society. In Kama’s words, “Israeli society, by and large (not excluding 

gay men themselves) was quite indifferent to these efforts; the country’s existential 

predicament invalidated personal issues, such as human and civil rights, that were 

dismissed as petty at best” (“Terra” 142-143; emphasis added).  

His remark leaves no room for cynicism about Israel’s “existential predicament,” 

which is translatable into the fear of Israel’s imminent “threat of extinction” that serves to 

legitimize the ongoing Zionist settler colonial project. Within this logic, Israel’s “existential 

predicament” as an imminent threat commands the pre-emptive securitization of borders 

and the containment of the indigenous Palestinian population in order to guarantee the 

safety of Jewish-Israelis. However, as Alaa Tartir notes, “unless ‘ordinary’ Israelis recognize 

the occupation and acknowledge it as the main source of their insecurity, there is very little 

hope for peace” (459). The reification of the “existential predicament” within lesbigay 

discourses renders the idea of the threat ahistorical and the logic of securitization is 

translated into a love for the collective and the settler colonial state. By constantly 

presupposing the necessity of an exclusive and homogenous collective Jewish body, the 

alignment and identification with this body becomes necessary to “protect” the state. Any 

rupture in the collective Israeli body politic might disavow Israel’s claim to exclusive Jewish 

sovereignty.  

                                                        
14 Israel’s Labour Party is the Zionist-socialist party that had been out of power for fifteen years when it 
won the elections, ending the reign of a Likud-centered government in 1992. 
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The idea of the nation being under threat by certain bodies and not others functions, 

in Sara Ahmed’s terms, as an “affective economy.” She discusses how narratives of the 

fantasy of constant exposure to injury construct figures of hate that then circulate as 

dangerous others and allow the normative subject, in this case the Ashkenazi Jewish-Israeli, 

to embody the beloved imagined nation. This affective economy not only discursively installs 

the narrative of the existential predicament as a regime of representation, but also allows for 

it to be affectively incorporated as a necro- and biopolitical tool for population control. She 

writes: “In such affective economies, emotions do things, and they align individuals with 

communities—or bodily space with social space—through the very intensity of their 

attachments” (Ahmed, “Affective” 119). Within the Israeli/Palestinian context, it is not the 

migrant within and at the borders of the beloved nation, but rather the indigenous 

Palestinian who must be contained and moreover eliminated from that settler colonial 

territory in order to make space for the “new natives:” Jewish-Israelis. Kama assumes that 

historically the necessity for a collective Jewish body politic that was faced with an 

“existential threat” left no room for Jewish diversity. The Israeli lesbigay would threaten the 

coherence of this “imagined nation” (Anderson 2006) founded on virile, yet contained, 

heterosexual masculinity and on fertile Jewish femininity.15 However, in the late 1980s the 

relationship between the individual and the imagined collective started to change. While the 

repeal of the sodomy clause reconfigured the idea of the collective body politic, the fantasy 

of the existential threat remained intact.  

It would be misleading to situate Kama’s account in a supposedly neutral gay 

emancipation narrative, which would ignore the Zionist tropes underlying his own 

epistemological claims and the discussion about the repeal of the anti-sodomy clause. 

Although there was no larger public debate, the discourse around the clause was widely 

disputed among lawmakers. The law dates back to the time of the British Mandate where it 

functioned as a colonial statute founded on the British Victorian Penal Code that prohibited 

“carnal knowledge against the order of nature” was prohibited. Various lawmakers (from 

1948 until 1988) disagreed on the limits and definition of the clause as it was perceived as 

both addressing a man engaging in anal intercourse with another man, and a man having 

anal sex with a woman. At some point, one lawmaker noticed the absence of any note of 

women sleeping with women and deliberated whether to include it into the clause. The law 

was predominantly understood as a prohibition on male-to-male anal intercourse (Harel 

                                                        
15 Numerous texts, including foundational Zionist writings that discuss the gendered nature of the Zionist 
project focus almost exclusively on heteronormative gendered arrangements. See, for example: Nordau 
1968, 1980; Herzl 1973; Yuval Davis 1991; 1996; Boyarin 1997; Almog 2000; Dekel 2010; Abdo 2011. 
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453). However, in 1963, fifteen years after the state’s foundation, Attorney General Haim H. 

Cohn recommended “not to persecute for the violation of this section” (454), unless it 

concerned non-consensual sex or sex with minors. The law did not explicitly criminalize 

“homosexuality,” rather, the prohibition of sodomy reveals sex was predominantly deemed 

as a way to secure and privilege reproduction, the reproduction of “Jewish” bodies, and 

consequently, the Jewish-Israeli workforce necessary for the Zionist settler colonial project. 

Pushing for a discreet legal revolution, a small group of Israeli gay lobbyists from the 

Society for the Protection of Personal Rights (SPPR)16 founded in 1975 with the support of 

Yael Dayan – who later formed a Knesset subcommittee for the prevention of discrimination 

based on sexual orientation (Kama, “Parading” 186) – was able to wield support from both 

left- and right-wing MKs. When the anti-sodomy law was amended on 22 March 1988, the 

headline of popular newspaper Ma’ariv read “Sexual Liberation in Israel: Consenting 

homosexual relations between adults are no longer punishable (Kama, “Terra” 143). 

According to Kama, this was “the most vital incentive in the self-empowerment of the gay 

community” (143). Kama’s emphasis on the repeal of the anti-sodomy clause as the pivotal 

moment in lesbigay history reveals the male-centeredness of such an orientation.  

Kama’s work is exemplary of the dominant discourse that sees the decriminalization 

of sodomy as having paved the way for creating a homosexual identity and community.17 

This moment of Foucaultian reverse discourse turned the homosexual of the law of 

prohibition into a sanctioned homosexual who started to speak as such and demand 

recognition (Harel 457) within the settler colonial state. The discourse of tolerance that takes 

shape through sanction contributes to what Wendy Brown characterizes as a 

depoliticization that “involves removing a political phenomenon from comprehension of its 

historical emergence and from a recognition of the powers that produce and contour it” 

(Regulating 15). A discourse of tolerance is part and parcel of historical and political 

processes that individualize and naturalize structural inequalities, as it erases how the 

identities through which difference becomes negotiated “are themselves the effect of power 

and hegemonic norms, or even of certain discourses about race, ethnicity, sexuality, and 

culture” (16). 

                                                        
16 The SPPR was founded in 1975 by a few gay men mostly focused on social activities. It also lobbied the 
government, but less intensely than after 1988. It was the first gay group in Israel, but it must be noted that 
officially it used the term “personal rights” and thus did not brand itself as an explicitly gay organization.  
17 See, for example, Walzer 2000; Levon 2010. 
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The repeal of the anti-sodomy clause was part of larger reforms of Israel’s Penal 

Code.18 Liberal advocates merely talked about removing the prohibition on anal intercourse 

from Israel’s Penal Code, but remained largely silent around homosexuality (Harel 456-457). 

According to Harel, the silent removal of the clause from the Penal Code made it more 

appealing to right-wing Knesset members to support the appeal, because it would not 

fracture what Harel calls “the heterosexual consensus,”19 which I see as constitutive of the 

Zionist consensus. In this sense, gay lobbyists and their quest for legal inclusion first 

focused on a redistribution of legal access – conceived as Jewish-Israeli from the start – that 

only later turned into a quest for recognition and a more public constitution of lesbigay 

identity combined with the continued quest for full legal inclusion. Harel points out that the 

way in which Israel’s legal system became accountable for the legal inclusion of non-

heterosexual Jewish-Israelis, appeared to be an attempt of conservative politicians to keep 

homosexuality from being publically discussed: 

 
By eliminating the prohibition on anal intercourse, conservative members of 
Parliament hoped to eliminate the political existence of homosexuality by eliminating 
its regulation. The discreet tactic used by advocates of the statute was therefore 
crucial to the success of the legislative initiative, by failing to mention homosexuality, 
the new statute seems to achieve precisely the purpose favored by conservative 
members of Knesset, namely the complete annihilation of homosexuality from 
political discourse. (456-457)  
 

What becomes visible is the role of reproductive heteronormativity, both in the constitution 

of a legally sanctioned homosexual subjectivity and in the maintenance of Zionist 

heteronormativity, which is at the core of the settler colonial state. The lesbigay movement 

celebrated the erasure of homosexuality from political discourse as a pivotal moment of 

inclusion into the state. Although the push to remove the clause was rather silent and 

invisible, Harel’s statement contradicts Kama’s celebratory account of how the media 

reported on the repeal, as becomes clear in Ma’ariv’s report. From the 1980s until 1993, 

Israel’s gay legal revolution remained relatively invisible as it was fought at the level of 

                                                        
18 Until 1993, Israel’s lesbigay movement remained a silent and barely visible one. When the Knesset 
announced the reforms, there was not explicit mention of the removal of the anti-sodomy clause. 
19 In 2012, Harel argued that Israel’s pinkwashing campaign was a myth. He invited queers to join Israel’s 
pinkwashing campaign. He wrote on his blog for the Hebrew University, “I do not share the sentiments 
underlying the criticisms of ‘pinkwashing’ even though I share the condemnation of the Israeli occupation 
and the opposition to the crimes committed by Israel against the Palestinians. As a matter of fact I believe 
that the use of Israeli liberal gay policies by the Israeli foreign ministry is something that ought to be 
praised and endorsed rather than criticized and, I would urge any person who is approached by the foreign 
ministry to join this campaign” (Harel 2012).  
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policy and without a public and consistent gay movement or widespread visibility, and also 

received support from conservative MKs. Unlike Harel, I argue that the repeal of the clause 

and the relative silence around it – as potentially transgressing the boundaries of a 

heterosexist society – performs a regulatory and regularizing articulation and creation of 

“homosexuality” not as a particular tactic of silencing, but more importantly, as a specific 

articulation of reproductive heteronormativity, which is so central to Zionist settler colonial 

discourses and practices. “Homosexuality,” or homophobia for that matter, were not 

annihilated, the shift was in their regulation in relation to the reproduction of the 

heteronormative, national, Zionist body politic.  

For their silent revolution, Israeli gay lobbyists were able to wield support from liberal 

MK Yael Dayan and Reuvin Rivlin, a conservative MK for Likud, who became President of 

Israel in 2014.20 When the code was repealed, Rivlin publically rejected homosexuality, 

deeming it against “Jewish values” and the values of Zionist collective cohesion. In 1989, at 

the first large scale conference organized by the gay lobby group Otzma,21 Rivlin still stated 

“homosexuals are deviant but not evil, I will not fight for homosexuality, but I will fight for 

everyone who wishes to live like that and is consequently harmed” (quoted in Kama, 

“Parading” 185). Today, he positions himself as “the first MK to accept the gay community 

as equals who can contribute to society” (Cashman 2015). Supreme Court Justice Kedmi 

reiterated a similar sentiment on public television a couple of years later in 1996. He said, 

“like other abnormal individuals, they [the gays] are also an integral part of our social fabric; 

and as long as one cannot point out a special reason justifying the limitation of their rights 

… One cannot deprive them of these rights” (Harel 466; emphasis added). Although these 

quotes undeniably perpetuate homophobic rhetoric, it does not impact the emphasis that 

within the Zionist state Jewish-Israeli lesbigays deserve the same rights as heterosexual 

Jewish-Israelis within the Zionist state. Zionist collectivity functions as the prime rhetorical 

and affective figure for the legal inclusion of lesbigays and not, as Kama and Harel contend, 

as a threat to Jewish-Israeli lesbigays. Homophobia obviously exists, but the possibility of 

imagining a lesbigay identity as and within the national body politic emerged through the 

very mechanisms used to exclude lesbigays in the first place. While lesbigays might 

destabilize modes of subjectification that celebrate heterosexuality and masculinity, by 

virtue of their (Ashkenazi) Jewishness, Jewish-Israeli lesbigays found entry into the legal 

and the public sphere. As Kedmi states, one needs a special reason to justify the limitation 

                                                        
20 Israel’s Likud party is a right-wing secular party founded in 1973 by Menachem Begin. It first won 
elections in 1977 and is presently (2017) the ruling party and is headed by Benjamin Netanyahu.  
21 Otzma was the first official lobby group for gay rights and was part of the SPPR. 
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of someone’s rights, and identifying as lesbigay does not qualify as such. This was repeated 

once again in the campaign for Israel’s Equal Employment Opportunities Act, an act that 

Rivlin – despite his homophobic speech acts – helped design. The act was set up to protect 

lesbigays at the workplace from discrimination, and, more importantly, to secure a 

productive labor force for Israel’s economy. The emphasis on profit and labor can be seen as 

the national version of Rao’s “global homocapitalism” (Rao 2015). He describes the World 

Bank’s economic sanctions of Uganda after it passed its Anti-Homosexuality Act and quotes 

World Bank president Jim Kim who justified the sanctions, stating, “when societies enact 

laws that prevent productive people from fully participating in the workforce, economies 

suffer” (38). Rao shows that the rhetoric of the legal inclusion of LGBTs is often predicated 

on a discourse of their economic productivity and the potential loss of a country’s GDP when 

they fail to include LGBTs.  

Jewish difference is accommodated by the malleability of Zionist discourses. This 

malleability stands in stark contrast to Israel’s ongoing destruction of Palestinian lives and 

communities. Such conditions resonate with Israel’s Basic Law system that was revised 

during the same era of liberalization. Israel’s Human Dignity Basic Law states, “the purpose 

of this Basic Law is to protect human dignity and liberty, in order to establish in a Basic Law 

the values of the State of Israel as a Jewish and democratic state” (Knesset 1992). Besides 

the fact that such a law a priori excludes those who are not Jewish, the law can also be 

easily suspended when there is a threat against the state (Kretzmer 1992). 

Before there was even a broad movement to speak of, the “homosexual” became 

reified as a proper Jewish-Israeli gay citizen-subject through the liberalization of Israel’s 

body politic. While homophobia was discursively sanctioned, queer subjects were legally 

recognized because they were Jewish.  

The 1993 Oslo Accords promised to usher in a more liberal era for Israel, while it 

simultaneously further suffocated Palestinians and Palestinian resistance, for which it was 

widely critiqued by prominent Palestinian thinkers such as Said (2001) and Masalha (2012).22 

Despite the cultural, economic, social, and political liberalization of Israel’s body politic in 

the 1990s, the discourse of exclusive Jewish sovereignty remained uncontested. In other 

words, instead of unsettling the settler state, the liberalization of the Israeli body politic 

further entrenched it. 

The legal reformations (re)defined who could be part of the settler colonial state. But 

rather than rupturing dominant Zionist tropes of belonging, the lesbigay movement 

                                                        
22 Also anti-Zionist historian Ilan Pappe addresses the failure of the Oslo Accords in his triptych on the 
fallacy of post-Zionism (Pappe 1997).  
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internalized and consolidated these tropes. The “silent gay legal revolution” sutured the 

lesbigay to Zionist tropes of belonging in which rights are not bestowed because one is a 

citizen, but because one is Jewish, therefore undermining the possibility for other forms of 

social organization to emerge. I am reminded of the words of Said quoted at the beginning 

of this dissertation, “all the constitutive energies of Zionism were premised on the excluded 

presence, that is the functional absence of “native people” in Palestine” (“Zionism” 29). 

If we are to follow Kama, a rise of individualism was a prime condition for the 

emergence of a lesbigay visibility, but if we look at the lesbigay movement through the prism 

offered by Said, gay inclusion becomes premised on an individualism that remains Jewish at 

its foundation. What Harel calls Israel’s “silent gay legal revolution” coincided with a 

political power shift from Likud (Rivlin’s party) to the election of Yitzak Rabin’s Labor Party 

in 1992. The gay legal revolution not only coincided with a period of liberalization of Israel’s 

economic policies, which was already in process, but also with a liberalization of social and 

cultural politics, specifically after the signing of the Oslo Accords in 1993 (Harel 471). The 

deregulation of the economy was accompanied by a deregulation of certain aspects of the 

Zionist hegemonic sexual and cultural imaginary. It is not a coincidence that these two 

things occurred simultaneously. With Rabin’s election into office, the liberal individualist 

rhetoric Zionism had previously foreclosed gained currency for legitimizing the Zionist 

settler colonial state within the new post-socialist order. 

“As the legacy of Zionist collectivism persists in many practices,” the climate of legal, 

economic, and socio-cultural liberalization remained Jewish. The reconfiguration of who 

counts and who belongs within this state in the 1990s opened up Jewish-Israeli modes of 

belonging outside the strict parameters of a heterosexual, collective body politic. Yet, the 

notion of collectivity itself and its founding principles continued to serve as points of 

identification. This liberalization rejects the Zionist ideal of the collective, homogenous 

social body (which had been stratified from the beginning) and discursively and affectively 

consolidates it as Jewish through a liberal proliferation of “Jewish” difference. 

The liberalization of what can constitute the collective body mixes a Zionist ethos 

with the pluralization of Jewish-Israeli collectivity as foundational for creating a new image 

of the state. Instead of a radical break, a rather eclectic and contradictory re-shuffling of 

modes of identification and desire took place within the Zionist consensus of Israel as a 

“Jewish” and democratic state. This reconfiguration is built on the negation of the negation 

of ongoing native dispossession of Palestinians and occupation of Palestine, and nativizes 

the queer settler by suturing the body of the lesbigay to classic tropes of territorial 

masculinity within Zionist body politics. Although the repeal of the sodomy clause opened a 
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door to more positive and public visibility, and for the state to withdraw from the bedrooms 

of some of its citizens, it simultaneously intensified and concealed its discursive and 

affective power over who constitutes the sanctioned settler body politic. 

 
1 .3 The Gay Cit izen-Soldier 

 

The second obstacle to the emergence of an Israeli lesbigay movement and identity, 

according to Kama, is the way Zionism performs “the apotheosis of the masculine” 

(“Parading” 182). The forms of oppression Kama refers to can be traced back to Zionist 

discourses around gender, sex, and race located in fin de siècle European medical and 

cultural discourses. Rampant anti-Semitic discourse stigmatized European Jewish men as 

effeminate, weak, degenerate, passive, not-man/not-citizen (Dekel 2010); and as sissies 

(Solomon 2002). As a reaction, early Herzlian Zionism23 concerned itself with the 

reconfiguration of the “Jew of Europe.”24 Daniel Boyarin has called this remasculinization of 

European Jewish men, historically, a form of “colonial mimicry” in which dispossessed and 

persecuted Jewish men in Europe needed to mimic colonial and sexual-racial discourses of 

the time in order to formulate a Zionist ideology legible to anti-Semitic Europe (Boyarin 

1997). However, the constitution of the Zionist state, its abjection of the diaspora Jew, and 

the colonial settling on Palestinian lands troubles Boyarin’s allusion to mimicry. To call the 

formation of the settler state an act of colonial mimicry effaces the lived reality of colonial 

occupation for the indigenous population. 

Early Zionism was paradoxically set on redeeming the Jew of his, and I use the male 

pronoun deliberately here, “degeneracy” by re-masculinizing and whitening him. His 

trajectory starts with Theodor Herzl’s “new Jew” (Herzl 1973) and Max Nordau’s “Muskeljud” 

(Muscle Jew) (Nordau 1898) around the turn of the century, and was replaced by the 

“Hebrew” and the “Sabra” (Arabic for prickly pear, but re-appropriated by Zionism to 

connote a strong “Israel-born” pioneer with a soft core) with the advent of European Jewish 

colonial settling in Palestine (Almog 2000). Throughout the formation of the state of Israel 

and its official declaration in 1948, the Sabra, as virile, strong, masculine, and soldier-like 

signified the opposite of his feminized European-diasporic counterpart (Almog 2000; Boyarin 

1997; Dekel 2010; Gilman 1991; Masalha 2012). In order to understand the (re)configuration 

of the Jewish-Israeli lesbigay as a soldier, I trace it back to these earlier itineraries of the 

                                                        
23 Herzl’s Zionism became the founding ideology for the formation of the Israeli state. 
24 Like people in the colonies, women, and homosexuals, Jewish people were subjected to political and 
scientific racism and subjected to scientific and political categorization in order to subject them to the rule 
of white men. 
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masculinization of European Jewish men as a colonial project. The historic emphasis on 

Zionist Jewish masculinity is reiterated as a viable settler modality for Israeli lesbigay 

articulations of belonging. 

Early Zionist discourse was determined to turn a diasporic people into a collective 

identity, which was both an attempt to resist and survive lethal European anti-Semitism and 

a copy of discourses of European Enlightenment nationalisms and imperialisms of the late 

nineteenth- and early twentieth-century.25 Mikhal Dekel argues: 

 
If for European culture, the ‘Jew’ par excellence represented contra-Enlightenment – 
that which is psychically invested with nonuniversalizable particularity and inherent 
heteronomy – then the Zionist reshuffling of terms demanded a particularly elastic 
brand of intellectual, emotional, and political acrobatics. (Dekel 9) 
 

As Zionism followed racial-sexual discourses of the time the homosexual would be a priori 

excluded from the Zionist imaginary. The stereotype of the homosexual as effeminate, 

abject, and weak did not coincide with colonial ideology that privileged the masculine, the 

collective, and reproduction. Yet, paradoxically, an Israeli gay identity unfolded through the 

very prism of classic Zionist masculinity akin to the reconfiguration of Jewishness in fin de 

siècle Europe.  

Raz Yosef discusses the way in which scholars of Zionism and Zionist pioneers 

consider the question of sexual-racial politics and criticizes discussions of Zionism and 

racism by scholars who predominantly focus on the discussion of anti-Semitic racism. He 

argues that such scholarship fails to understand racism and orientalism as intimately 

interwoven into Zionist discourses on race and sex. In line with David Biale, a scholar of 

Jewish and Zionist history, he points out how the program of remasculinizing and 

heterosexualizing “the Jew” reconfigures orientalist regimes that subjected the body of “the 

Jew” to European anti-Semitic discourses. They argue that for Zionism to become viable 

there was a displacement of effeminate and excessive stereotypes onto the body of 

Palestinians and diasporic Jewry. Yosef in particular takes issue with the way in which race 

and racism have predominantly been understood as anti-Semitic racism. He wants to offer, 

 

                                                        
25 Among early Zionist debates, Palestine was not taken for granted as the prime location for settling. 
Other colonial territories, especially within the British Empire in East Africa, became targets for the 
potential formation of the Zionist state. Herzl himself preferred Argentina over Palestine for environmental 
reasons. The decision for settling in Palestine was a matter of convenience for Herzl, a secular Jew, who 
thought the historic ties of Jews to that area might be a more convincing proposal for Jews in Europe. The 
very arbitrary relation between Zionism and geographical location warrants a de-normalization of the 
religious undertones of dominant debates on the crisis of Israel/Palestine as a religious conflict. 



 
From the Closet into the Knesset           46 

a more complex reading of the relation between the new Zionist body and the Zionist 
colonial discourse. Rather than understanding race and racism as byproducts or 
effects of the colonial Zionist new Jew, I shall argue that Zionist racial and racist 
politics is a constitutive element in the construction of the new male Jewish body 
and, more specifically, in the construction of the “whiteness” of the new Ashkenazi 
Zionist male. (Yosef 34)  
 

Within Zionism, queerness, when defined as undesirable, was relegated to diasporic Jewry, 

non-Ashkenazi Jews, and of course Palestinians.  

Yosef continues to point out that framing Arab sexuality as both “all Arab men are 

homosexuals” and “‘all Arabs are homophobic terrorists’ enables Israeli cultural discourse 

not only to regulate the Arab male body and sexuality, but to deny Israel’s own colonialist 

practices and racist … aggressiveness by assigning them to the inimical body of the 

Palestinian man” (137). When Zionism on the one hand, sought to undo the body of the male 

Jew of its queer connotations through the fantasy of a masculine, heterosexual, male 

subject, on the other hand, it paradoxically consolidated European “anti-Semitic scientific 

medical discourse that it tried to undo” (20).   

Alisa Solomon is the first to critically engage the Zionist ideal of “overcoming the 

sissy within” (Solomon 158). Discussing Mizrahi transwoman and artist Dana International’s 

victory at the 1998 Eurovision song festival and the subsequent celebration of Israeli 

liberalism, she writes: 

 
Her emergence as a national emblem … throws light upon the way in which Zionism 
redeploys queerness as a trope precisely at a moment when the meaning of Zionism 
is being vigorously contested. It illuminates the way Israel’s gay movement functions 
within the paradigm of old Herzlian Zionism, and at the same time both shapes and 
reflects a post-Zionist ideology. (Solomon 151).  
 

She discusses how Israel’s lesbigay movement further entrenches the Herzlian Zionist 

discourse described above while, at the same time, becomes an emblem of the liberalization 

of Israel’s body politic. The term “post-Zionism” describes the moment Israeli left-wing 

intellectuals and some media began to destabilize the public image of Israel following the 

First Intifada and the Oslo Accords. Masalha describes how “critical liberal Zionist 

narratives” such as post-Zionism “ have remained confined to the margins of an immigrant-

settler society (The Palestine Nakba 17). And also Israeli historian Ilan Pappe has written a 

convincing critique of the term “post-Zionism” for the Journal of Palestine Studies (1997), in 

which he argues that it continues to erase Palestinian critiques of Zionism and remained 
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firmly Israeli. I also refrain from using the term post-Zionism, as I have shown that lesbigay 

discourses have furthered rather than weakened the establishment of Zionist ideology. Yet, 

Solomon’s emphasis on overcoming the sissy-stereotype is crucial for understanding the 

role of militarism and Zionist masculinity in the formation of lesbigay settler subjectivity. 

The prominence of the soldier and the army as central to Israel’s national imaginary 

enabled entry of Jewish-Israeli gays, and to a lesser extent lesbians, to enter into the public 

imaginary in the figure of the gay soldier. An event that gave shape to the gay soldier 

discourse early on was the public coming out of former Lieutenant Colonial and Knesset 

Member Uzi Even in 1993. In his book Between Sodom and Eden: A Gay Journey through 

Today’s Changing Israel (2000), Lee Walzer describes how Even’s coming out “created a 

public storm – against the military and for Even, who comes across in person as very much 

the army officer, no-nonsense and masculine” (117). Amit Kama, Even’s former partner, 

writes, “Even’s professional status and personal authority were conclusive in the shattering 

of the effeminate components of the sissy stereotype” (Kama, “Parading” 187). In the BBC 

documentary Our World, Tel Aviv Comes Out Even is described as, “one of the people who 

was instrumental in transforming gay rights in Israel, chemistry professor Uzi Even is an 

unlikely human rights hero” (BBC 5:00-5:35). All these accounts focus on how Even’s proper 

militaristic masculinity aided his acceptance and entry into the public sphere.  

With Even’s coming out in the Knesset and the legal revisions of Israeli army statutes 

by Rabin’s government 1993, gay soldiers could openly serve in all ranks. Even was 

dismissed from the army, when, during a security clearance renewal review, the interviewer 

discovered that he had a male partner. Currently professor of Physical Chemistry at Tel Aviv 

University, he had been working for the army’s nuclear program as a scientist for many years 

before his dismissal. In 1993, ten years after his discharge, he came out in a public 

statement to the Knesset, which subsequently led the Rabin government to amend the 

statutes.26 For the first time, a spectacle of positive public gay visibility took form in Israel’s 

mainstream media (Kama 2000). At the same time, the Israeli army continues to deploy 

sexual politics as a coercive tool in its military occupation of the West Bank and Gaza and in 

the surveillance and control of Palestinians in 1948.27 In his interview in Our World: Tel Aviv 

                                                        
26 Even’s coming out is often celebrated as the first public coming out of a Knesset Member. However, the 
first “out” Knesset Member was a lesbian MK, Marcia Freedman, member of the Ratz Party who served 
from 1974-1977. The historical forgetfulness about this first public coming out undoubtedly underscores 
the gender divisions in Israeli political culture.  
27 For a discussion of how Israel uses sexual coercion see Weiss 2014; alQaws “alQaws Statement re: 
Media Response to Israel’s Blackmailing of Gay Palestinians;” AlQaisiya et al. 2016. 



 
From the Closet into the Knesset           48 

Comes Out Even explains how nowadays the army, and especially the Mossad (Israel’s 

secret services), actively recruit Israeli gay men as “honey traps.”28  

Even is uncoupled from a queerness that could render him threatening to the Zionist 

militaristic, masculine, and heteronormative regime and is (re-)inscribed as a proper Sabra 

figure. As a loyal soldier and public figure Even was crucial to the push for anti-

discrimination policy based on sexual orientation in the army. The gay soldier now holds a 

prominent role in Israeli visual popular and lesbigay culture.29 

The emphasis on how Even’s masculine militarism contributes to Israeli society 

entrenches the army as an institute of social recognition and identification restructuring the 

identification with heterosexuality as a regime of recognition. Sexual politics are inseparable 

from militarism. In conjunction, Even’s performance of the loyal gay citizen-subject fits 

within a performance of the “whiteness” of the Sabra that has shaped mainstream Israeli 

lesbigay politics. Following Ella Shohat’s discussion on how the whiteness of the Zionist 

project operated to erase, exploit, and exclude Arab and African Jews (Shohat 1997), Yosef 

addresses how the whiteness of the Zionist project also affects articulations of gay identity 

as predominantly Ashkenazi. The predominance of Ashkenazi Jewishness constitutes a 

specific orientation that propels the lesbigay movement towards Zionism as a European 

colonial project. Even’s coming out and the public visibility of the movement this generated 

aided in redistributing hegemonic economies of desire and identification. Even though the 

inauguration of the Rabin government seemed to open its doors to liberal diversity, 

Palestinian sexuality continued to be constructed as always already threatening to, and 

excessive of, the Zionist body politic. It therefore deepened the racism, sexism, and 

queerphobia central to the Zionist settler colonial project and further affirmed Ashkenazi 

masculine Israeliness.  

 

                                                        
28 Honey trap is a metaphor for extracting information through sexual blackmail. Sexuality has regularly 
been used not only as a way of blackmailing the enemy through soliciting sex, but also in recruiting 
Palestinians as informants. The Israeli Army and the Mossad targeted Palestinians engaged in non-
normative behaviors and forced them to become informants by threatening to “out” them them to their 
families. Similar tactics were used on Palestinian women during the First Intifada. As Palestinian feminist 
scholar Rabab Abdulhadi describes: “The deterioration of the [first] Intifada was also reflected in the 
importance Palestinians gave to Isqat, or the process by which Israel exploited the concept of honor to 
recruit Palestinian collaborators, primarily women. Literally meaning ‘to make one fall,’ Isqat became a 
household expression after greater numbers of Palestinians were arrested, assassinated, or expelled by 
Israel based on data supplied by informants” (Abdulhadi 658). Women would be targeted, drugged, raped, 
and threatened if they did not become informants. Although, the extent to which this practice was 
generalized has only recently come to light (Weiss 2014), the image of the gay or female collaborator is a 
common trope by which homophobia and misogyny in Palestine are articulated (AlQaisiya et al. 2016).  
29 Examples are films by Eytan Fox such as Yossi and Jagger, the Bubble, and Yossi (see the work of 
Jankovic for further discussion about Fox’s films); gay porn by Michael Lucas (Britt 2014). 
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1 .4 Gay Surrogacy and The “Demographic War” 

 

The last trope that Kama discusses as an obstacle for the Israeli lesbigay movement is 

Israel’s “demographic war.” This “demographic problem” privileges the need for the 

reproduction of the collective body and the continued influx of (preferably Ashkenazi) Jews 

under the Law of Return.30 It also requires the continued displacement of Palestinians, 

discursive control over Palestinian fertility, prohibition on interfaith marriages, and the 

deportation and containment of non-Jewish migrants and refugees.31 All this happens within 

the purview of Israel’s “existential predicament,” which would mean Israel would cease to 

exist if it ceased to define itself as Jewish. This binds the idea of nation, securitization of 

Jewish hegemony, and national belonging to the production and reproduction of Jewish 

bodies. In conjunction, the reproduction of non-Jewish bodies and interfaith marriages are 

perceived as endangering Israel. Reproductive technologies not only distinguish between 

Jewish-Israelis and Palestinians, but also affect Jewish communities of color in Israel. 

Ethiopian Jewish women seeking Aliya to Israel have been forced to unwittingly take Depo 

Provera shots: an anti-conception drug that causes infertility of up to ten years (Nesher 

2013). The Israeli body politic is therefore not only Jewish; it is also white.  

Typical of colonial, oriental, and national fantasies, the reproduction and the 

regulation of sexuality, especially when paired with race, become central necro- and 

biopolitical tools for population management within the settler state. The lesbigay 

movement’s preference for gay surrogacy rights over gay marriage – secular marriage does 

not exist – or adoption rights can be situated within the biopolitical incentive to reproduce 

“Jewish babies” as a “queer contribution to the building of the Jewish state” (Krieger 2013).  

 
It is not that gays are not interested in the right to marry; it is just so far from the 
current conception of marriage in Israel, and so many Israelis — gay and straight — 
have found easy ways around it. The fight for marriage equality is folded into the 
larger fight in Israel against religious control of the legal system, which extends far 
beyond the gay agenda. (Krieger 2013)32 

 

                                                        
30 The Law of Return dictates that any Jew who comes to Israel has the right to national citizenship. The 
law is different from the Right of Return that Israel continues to deny to Palestinians. 
31 For more on Israel’s “refugee problem,” see alJazeera and Wire Services 2014. 
32 Within the trope of “demographic war” the gendered nature of the lesbigay movement also changes. The 
lesbian mother is one of the central features of understanding lesbianism, whereas for their gay male 
counterparts, an intricate network of workshops, conferences, lobbying, and talking groups have emerged 
over the past years that promote and struggle for gay surrogacy, rather than gay adoption, to ensure the 
infant’s (Krieger 2013; Harman 2013). 
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The discursive reproduction of (Ashkenazi) Jewish heterosexuality would render 

homosexuality threatening. However, with the rapid development of reproductive 

technologies and the attempts of the contemporary Israeli lesbigay movement to legalize 

and expand reproductive technologies, along with the legal recognition of gay parenting and 

surrogacy as main emancipatory strategies,33 from a point of anxiety the lesbigay movement 

transforms into another discursive and material exercise of Zionist sexual politics, in which 

the abjection and regulation of Palestinian sexuality play a major role. A pertinent example 

of such regulation is the coercion of Palestinian queers by the Israeli army and the many 

recorded cases of miscarriage at Israeli checkpoints either due to stress or due to the 

unwillingness of Israeli soldiers to let pregnant Palestinian women in need of medical 

assistance pass the checkpoint (Aswad 2007). Surrogacy is especially central to the 

representation of Israeli lesbigays as viable and valuable partners in solving the 

“demographic problem” of the settler colonial project. Legalizing surrogacy is privileged over 

other forms of (transnational) adoption, as it allows, in the words of legal scholar Frederick 

Hertz, “Jewish eggs in Jewish mothers” (Krieger 2013). On 5 August 2017, Israel’s Supreme 

Court stated that gay people should have the right to surrogacy. A final ruling has been 

delayed for six months in order to prepare for the official legal revisions. The proposed legal 

revisions presently include surrogacy rights for single women, but still exclude gay men. 

Significant to the current discussions of the amendments in the Knesset is the “condition 

that the host is genetically related to the woman whose eggs are implanted into her” 

(News24 2017). 

The affective and discursive slippage of queerness as undesirable is imprinted upon 

the body of Palestinians. As long as it functions as a prime example of Israeli national and 

sexual exceptionalism, homosexuality is not necessarily threatening to the Israeli national 

body politic. As an accepted and reproduced point of identification, gayness is construed as 

excluding non-Jewish-Israeli queers. Palestinians are orientalized and rendered sexually 

other and excessive. Within the “demographic war” narrative, Palestinian women are 

reduced to their wombs as “breeding grounds” for Palestinian “suicide bombers.” On the 

other hand, as a trope, reproduction plays a prominent role within the patriarchal narrative of 

                                                        
33 Several popular LGBT and mainstream sources discuss how gay surrogacy struggles in Israel are more 
popular and prominent than discourses concerning gay marriage. See, for example: Harman 2013; Krieger 
2013; Pondel 2010. Abunimah 2015. 
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Palestinian liberation that sometimes equally reduces Palestinian women to their wombs. 34 

Within the purview of such excessive figures, queerness becomes a battleground.  

 

1 .5 Parading Pridefu l ly Over Palestine 

 

Within Zionist sexual politics, the intensification of reproductive technologies as a form of 

reproductive warfare does not only operate on affective, political, cultural, and economic 

levels. As reproductive warfare, reproductive technologies also show how Zionist sexual 

politics operate on the cellular level. From gay surrogacy to birth control and sterilization, 

reproductive technologies as reproductive warfare are central bio- and necropolitical tools of 

population control within the Zionist settler state. 

Jewishness trumps gayness as a prerequisite to citizenship and rights. Although the 

political right has expressed its repulsion towards the idea of homosexuality, there seems to 

be no reason why Jewish-Israeli lesbigays should suffer, legally at least, because of their 

“condition.” The normalization of gayness within Zionism, or rather the construction of a 

Jewish-Israeli gayness that sets itself apart from the “degenerate” and threatening sexuality 

of Palestinians, shifts Zionist sexual politics in which some forms of gayness, or gay 

visibility can now be imagined and reproduced within it as a way to affirm the Zionist settler 

colonial imaginary. Gayness articulated within Zionism performatively consolidates 

orientalist images of Palestinians as those who can either become objects of desire, or must 

be kept at bay because they might threaten the shifting Zionist sexual politics and the 

Zionist state. These politics are representative of “democratic pluralization,” and, at the 

same time, reiterate masculine and militaristic modes of belonging in which Israel’s ongoing 

settler colonialism remains unchallenged, if not, formative and invisible. 

The value of gayness within the Zionist project seems to fit neatly into the 

contemporary context of homonationalism and homonormativity. Lisa Duggan’s concept of 

homonormativity is constituted by a U.S.-centric temporal logic that describes the 

depoliticization of queer movements in the present-day U.S. Homonormativity is “a politics 

that does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions, but upholds 

and sustains them, while promising the possibility of a demobilized gay constituency and a 

privatized, depoliticized gay culture anchored in domesticity and consumption” (Duggan 50). 

It addresses, on the one hand, an imagined gay public and, on the other, the “national 

mainstream constructed by neoliberalism” (50). Puar’s homonationalism takes Duggan’s 

                                                        
34 For a discussion of the trope of biological reproduction and the “womb” within the context of 
Israel/Palestine and the narrative of the “demographic war,” see: Kahn 2000; Kanaaneh 2002.  
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analysis by further showing how normativity and nationalism enfold LGBT people into the 

state in a post-9/11 “war on terror” that thrives of the racialization-sexualization of the other.  

As this chapter has shown, it behooves us to inspect the itineraries of Israel’s 

lesbigay movement in order to understand the conditions of possibility for its emergence 

without reducing it to an example of homonationalism or homonormativity. Critical 

scholarship on LGBTQ movements in the U.S. often seems to lament the loss of a radical 

queer agenda that sought to connect struggles for sexual liberation with larger concerns of a 

civil rights movement and antiwar politics. In contrast to this, Palestinian queer critiques 

stress that the Israeli lesbigay movement did not build coalitions with antimilitarist and 

antiracist groups. From the onset, it accommodated patterns of nationalism, domesticity, 

and consumption. “Israeli groups … ‘joined’ the Israeli national project by promoting values 

such as militarism and heteronormativity as the primary routes to acceptance by society” 

(Maikey, “The History” 124-25). In conjunction, Palestinian and Arab queer critiques show 

that to imagine a queer movement simply through coalition with antiracist and antiwar 

movements disregards the presence of queers who might inhabit all sites and therefore do 

not simply add a the sexual component to coalitional politics (Darwich and Maikey 2014). 

They refuse to separate, in this case, being Palestinian from being queer and suggest that 

anti-racism and anti-militarism are central for any viable form of queer politics. 

In light of such analyses, the trajectory of Israel’s lesbigay movement from the “closet 

into the Knesset” might be seen as a model or backdrop for U.S. formations of 

homonationalism and homonormativity. Although Duggan’s temporal incentive to mourn 

the loss of a more coalition-based understanding of queer politics is necessary in order not 

to forget that other kinds of coalitions are possible, it might be worth pursuing an analysis of 

“formerly radical” queer movements through a settler colonial analytic, and foregrounding 

those sites of queer indigenous and queer of color struggle that cannot afford 

depoliticization. Within such a pursuit, it is crucial to understand how the native is 

disappeared. 

Morgensen commences such a project by showing that U.S. settler colonialism forms 

the conditions of possibility for the emergence of the modern queer subject, but limits his 

analysis to how this erases indigenous sexual cultures (Spaces Between Us). In this chapter, 

I have viewed the formation of settler subjectivity through the prism of Zionist sexual politics 

and have shown that it does more than erase indigenous sexual cultures; it further enshrines 

the settler colonial project of indigenous dispossession and death through the proliferation 

and expansion of settler subjectivities. Settler colonialism is not only a condition under 

which hegemonic queer subjectivities are formed, as Morgensen would have it. The 
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formation of hegemonic queer settler subjectivities itself ensures the continuity of the settler 

colonial project within the liberal moment. This is as true for Israel/Palestine as it is for other 

settler colonial contexts. 

The early stages of the Israeli lesbigay movement reproduce the Zionist project in 

novel terms. By parading pridefully into the arms of the settler colonial state and its 

subsequent celebrations of inclusion demonstrate a shift in who is considered part of Zionist 

collectivity. The self-evident modality in which Israel’s lesbigay movement continues to seek 

entry into Zionism’s most important institutions erases its structuring settler colonial 

underpinnings. The value of gayness is not only situated in overcoming the sissy stereotype, 

as Solomon argues, it also becomes an emblem of Israel’s liberalism and, thereby, a 

rhetorical figure in the continued material, affective, and discursive dispossession, 

displacement, and erasure of Palestinians and Palestine. It forms the backdrop for 

pinkwashing and perhaps for the emergence of concepts such as homonationalism.  

To view the trajectory of the Israeli lesbigay movement and Israel’s shifting sexual 

politics as merely one formation of homonationalism would gloss over what it actually does: 

it creates the values of queerness for Israel’s Zionist settler colonial project and ensures the 

erasure of the native. As I have shown, Israel’s lesbigay movement oscillates in-between a 

liberalization of Zionist sexual politics and its very consolidation through a novel discourse 

on Jewish-Israeli plurality that began to take shape in the late 1980s. In the movement from 

“the closet into the Knesset” the Jewish-Israeli gay subject is folded into the state as a 

citizen by aligning himself with the broader Zionist liberalization of the legal, political, and 

cultural economy, which since the 1980s sought to legitimize the Zionist project in a post-

socialist Zionist context. 

The moment of inclusion erases the historicity of the movement’s own trajectory. 

Contrary to understanding the inclusion of Jewish-Israeli lesbigays as supposedly 

inaugurating a post-Zionist moment that has overcome its own settler colonial, sexist, racist, 

patriarchal, and misogynist foundations, the discourse of Zionist collectivity and Israeli 

militarism resurfaces in the itineraries of Israel’s lesbigay movement to affirm an exclusive 

Jewish-Israeli settler sovereignty. 
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Chapter Two: Pinkwashing and the Limits of the Pol it ical 
Imagination 

 

It is a full house as Benjamin Netanyahu enters the U.S. Congress in 2011 to address a 

crowd of politicians who welcome Israel’s Prime Minister with a standing ovation. He 

proclaims, “In a region where women are stoned, and gays are hanged, Christians are 

persecuted, Israel stands out. It is different” (Netanyahu 2011). 

In 2005, the Israeli government launched its multi-million dollar Brand Israel 

campaign to promote Israel in a positive light (Ahoroni 2012, 2015; Schulman 2011; PQBDS 

2010). At the Tenth Herzliya Conference (2010)1 Brand Israel was described as a campaign 

that “repositions Israel away from an image of a country in a state of war and conflict to a 

brand which represents positive values and ideals like ‘building a future,’ ‘vibrant diversity’ 

and ‘entrepreneurial zeal’” (Michlin 213). The founding father of the campaign, Ido Aharoni, 

explains that Brand Israel is not about winning over those who oppose Israel, but rather 

appeals to people in the West whom are attracted to cultural commodities, such as LGBT 

lifestyles (Aharoni “Nation Branding”).  

Maikey, cofounder of alQaws: for Gender and Sexual Diversity in Palestinian Society 

suggests that pinkwashing – a term coined by Palestinian activists to describe Israel’s use of 

gay rights and gay life in its branding campaign – is not just a formal government policy and 

well-funded branding campaign to attract investments.2 First, pinkwashing “aims to 

dehumanize and undermine the Palestinian people and Arabs in general” and “promotes 

them as homophobic, barbaric and backwards” in contrast to liberal, progressive Israel 

(Maikey, “Liberation” 2014). Maikey draws on, among other things, imagery by Zionist 

organizations, such as Stand With Us and A Wider Bridge Campaign (figure 1 and 2), who in 

order to attract support for the state portray Israel as modern and tolerant in contrast to the 

rest of the Middle East. 

                                                        
1 This annual global policy gathering brings together influential Israeli and international participants from 
the highest ranks of government, business, and academia to discuss national, regional, and global issues 
of economics, securitization, and culture focused on Israel. 
2 In 2010 alone the Tel Aviv tourism board invested ninety million dollars to make Tel Aviv a world-class 
gay destination (Schulman 2011). Investments have increased exponentially every year since. 
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Figure 1      Figure 2. 

She states: “Our relationship is not one between colonizer and colonized anymore, but about 

‘you are progressive’ and I am ‘killing my gays’” (“Liberation”).  

Second, pinkwashing attempts to “make Zionism, with its ethnic and racist ideology 

more appealing to gay people” (“Liberation”). It appeals to the ways in which (white) gay 

people in the Global North have already contributed to “some kind of racist and anti-Arab 

message to their own view of progressiveness” (“Liberation”) and the economic and social 

benefits that arise from such a position. This view of progress entrenches the West as the 

exclusive terrain of modernity while transforming homophobia into a particular “Arab trait” 

that needs to be fought against globally by a war on terror and eradicated locally through 

anti-immigration legislation.3   

Finally, pinkwashing relies on a western epistemic framework based on liberal 

progress narratives that conceive of gay rights as the end point of national emancipation 

and the epitome liberal democracy.4 Pinkwashing produces and consolidates the “isolation 

of gay identity from other identities” (“Liberation”) and uses gay rights to recruit gay people 
                                                        
3 For a discussion of anti-Arab racism and Islamophobia in gay communities see, for example: Puar (2007); 
Massad (2007); elTayeb (2011); Maikey and Stelder (2015); Wekker (2016). 
4 For an in depth discussion on the ideological function of western sexual epistemologies, see Joseph 
Massad’s work Desiring Arabs. Although his discussion of the Gay International is pertinent, his dismissal 
of any Arab appeal to queer politics remains problematic (Maikey and Stelder 2015). 
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and their liberal allies for the Zionist project. It has currency across the political spectrum in 

the Global North as left- and rightwing politicians are eager to deploy its rhetoric in various 

ways to draw a distinction between liberal and illiberal states, oftentimes with a nationalist 

agenda of their own.5 AlQaisiya, Hilal and Maikey note that Israel’s “pinkwashing campaign 

is seen and considered by Israeli LGBT leaders and groups as the ultimate sign of state 

recognition … Pinkwashing could not thrive without this unconditional support, and crucial 

role the Israeli LGBT community play” (AlQaisiya et al. 132).6 The dominant Israeli LGBT 

community is “committed to emblems of Israeliness” (129). Homophobia is reduced to a 

“merely cultural” phenomenon in which the Israeli state is positioned as the external 

benevolent distributor of gay rights.7 However, the state is not external to the production of 

trans*- and homophobic rhetoric.8 Pinkwashing’s juxtaposition of free gay subjects in liberal 

Israel and persecuted ones in the illiberal Middle East forecloses a structural understanding 

of queer- and transphobia in the service of geopolitics and international relations. In both 

cases, not matter how much the hegemonic gay subject wants to be included, his inclusion 

remains dependent on his role in the reproduction of the nation. The queer remains 

disposable. 

 A range of scholars has discussed the neoliberal, Islamophobic, and homonationalist 

rhetoric undergirding Israel’s pinkwashing campaign and sexual politics.9 Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer critiques further show that pinkwashing is more than simply a branding 

campaign and must be understood not only within post-9/11 circuits of racism and 

                                                        
5 For example, a 2010 poll for the Dutch Magazine Gay Krant (Gay Journal) revealed that the extreme right 
wing party PVV (Freedom Party) was the most popular party amongst its readers. Twenty-two percent of 
its readers would vote for Geert Wilders’s PVV (Wekker 2016). Or a gay pride march through the streets of 
London’s East End that was supported by and had members of the English Defense League (Decolonize 
Queer 2011). In Trump’s U.S., we witness a surge of transmisogynist, transphobic, and queerphobic 
violence, while some fascist alternative right constituencies support trump and proudly claim their white 
gay masculinities while espousing hatred of people of color, trans people, lesbians, and feminists as 
central to their political agendas (Minkowitz 2017). It would be a mistake to understand this phenomenon 
as new and it is pertinent to trace the lineages of fascism among some groups of white gay men back to 
for instance the Nazi regime. 
6 For an example the emancipatory rhetoric of inclusion into the Israeli state, see Kama 2000 and 2011. 
7 My deployment of the term “merely cultural” builds on Butler’s development of the term in her article 
“Merely Cultural.” She develops the term to describe the ways in which certain social movements are 
relegated to the sphere of the “merely cultural” by established Marxist activist traditions and subsequently 
are dismissed as identitarian.  
8 This argument draws on Rahul Rao’s discussion of how global financial institutions disassociate 
themselves as from “the material conditions that incubate homophobic moral panics, and their own 
culpability in co-producing those conditions” (Rao 38) by positioning homophobia as a “merely cultural” 
phenomenon to which global finance is external. 
9 See for instance: Stein 2010; Schulman 2011; Puar 2007, 2012b, 2013; Puar and Mikdashi 2013; Britt 2014; 
Ritchie 2010, 2014. 
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Islamophobia, but also within a history of Zionist settler colonialism and “exclusive Jewish 

sovereignty” as I have shown in Chapter One.10  

This chapter shows that pinkwashing is not merely a symptom of Israel’s 

management of Israeli-Palestinian relations, but that it presents itself as a problem for 

political thought and action, as well as for the political imagination. By stressing the 

importance of political longing, action, and imagination, I take inspiration from Scott’s 

Omen’s of Adversity: Tragedy, Time, Memory and Justice, in which he discusses the 

“catastrophic collapse of the Grenada Revolution” (Scott, Omens 62). Scott is interested in 

the post-socialist, postcolonial moment in which the only political futurity imaginable after 

the collapse of the Grenada Revolution is a liberalizing future. While his engagement with 

time, tragedy, memory, justice, and the attunement to political “futures past” is deeply 

philosophical (2), I take his work as an invitation to look at the spatio-temporal closures 

concerning political action and the political imagination that pinkwashing entertains. I 

scrutinize the tropes it mobilizes and the ways in which these limit responses to injustice 

and to frameworks of liberal rights as well as normalize imperial and colonial violence.  

Going beyond a critique of pinkwashing’s deployment of liberal tropes and values 

that brand Israel as a liberal nation-state this chapter asks in what ways pinkwashing is 

emblematic of how liberalism, as a spatio-temporal project, structures the conditions of 

(im)possibility for political imagination and political action today.11 The conditions of 

liberalism foreclose other possibilities of responding to the crisis of Israel/Palestine outside 

the boundaries of what Saba Mahmood describes as secularism’s “empty homogenous time 

as a precondition for the politics of the nation-state” (Religious Difference 10). Dhawan 

warns that radical critiques of the imperialism and racism of the white gay agenda do not 

escape a secular paradigm, which pre-empts – by privileging such a one-dimensional site of 

critique – the possibility for critiquing ideologies of heteronormative nationalisms both in the 

Global North and South. She urges for an exploration of “nonimperialist strategies” and a 

“multidirectional politics of critique” that take the irreducibility of “reproductive 

heteronormativity” seriously (Dhawan, “The Empire” 195).12 Pinkwashing’s reliance on 

secular concepts such as gender equality, liberal democracy, and the importance of gay and 

                                                        
10 See for instance: Darwich and Maikey 2011; Maikey and Schotten 2013; Maikey and Stelder 2015; 
AlQaisiya et al. 2016. 
11 Scott’s emphasis on the temporal closure around revolutionary imaginaries informs my study. 
12 Dhawan further writes: “This necessitates a more complex, multidirectional politics of critique that is 
directed at coercive practices across the secularism-religion divide. It would entail contesting hegemonic 
heteronormativity as well as homonormativity, imperial as well as anticolonial discourses. I propose that 
critique, when engaging with solely one dimension of domination, risks reproducing violence. Thus, the 
necessity of anti-imperialist and antiracist critique within queer politics must be accompanied by a 
critique of ‘reproductive heteronormativity’ within postcolonial context” (Dhawan 2013: 195). 
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human rights does not only warrant an investigation into the “Western or non-Western 

origins of these concepts but ‘the forms of life that articulate them, the powers they release 

or disable’” (Mahmood, Religious Difference 11). It is a question of how these concepts open 

“certain avenues of action while foreclosing others” (11). 

Scott writes: 

 
Now that fascist and communist forms of totalitarianism have been vanquished, we 
are told, liberal democracy has emerged as the only acceptable direction of political 
futures – as the single, indisputable standard of civilization by which political 
legitimacy can be judged. (Scott, Omens 26; emphasis added) 
 

He further argues that this is not just the outcome “of the global assimilation of liberal 

democracy as the new ethical-political norm, the new self image of the age,” but more 

particularly the outcome of American, and also European military force (26). Whereas such 

crimes register either as a necessary evil or an exception (Asad 2009), “the crimes 

committed by representatives of non-liberal regimes are deemed to define the illiberal 

character of these regimes themselves” (Scott, Omens, 26). However, Mahmood, in her 

study of Egypt’s religious minority-majority relations and appeals to religious equality within 

the secular nation-state and modern law, shows that the distinction between illiberal and 

liberal states at present might be precisely the very product of the secularity’s liberal 

ideology itself. For Mahmood, secularity describes the sensibilities, emotions, and social 

conventions engaged within society, whereas secularism is a political form. She writes: 

 
The purported incommensurability of non-Western and Western secularism (the 
former deficient, the latter accomplished) … overlooks the fundamental ways in 
which key aspects of the secular episteme cut across the Western and non-Western 
divide ... It also fails to appreciate the shared history of the institutionalization of the 
modern state, whose political rationality is predicated upon the private-public 
distinction that, in turn, is foundational to the promise of civil and political equality... 
Under this arrangement, religion is relegated to the private sphere, which is also the 
legal and discursive domain of sexuality and the family, often entwining their moral 
and political fates. While religious morality has always been concerned with sexuality 
… their delineation as quintessential elements of private life under secular modernity 
has created an explosive symbiosis between them that is historically unique. This is 
evident in how sexuality has come to serve as a flashpoint in a number of struggles 
over what it means to be religious or secular in the world... We cannot make any of 
these related forms of secularity legible if we remain stubbornly entrapped within a 
logic of essential, often civilizationally weighted differences that keep the boundaries 
of the West and the non-West intact and stable. (Mahmood, Religious Difference 9) 
 



 
Pinkwashing            59 

Whereas Mahmood’s argues that secularism is an “ineluctable condition,” Scott shows how 

in the post-socialist world order liberalism and secular time appear as the only imaginable 

and desirable political futurities, thereby rendering other political imaginations and longings 

past, present, and future illegible (Scott 2014).  

During Israel’s attacks on Gaza in 2014, pinkwashing rhetoric accumulated in the 

international arena. Politics, society, and the media engaged it to legitimize, displace, and 

disavow the violence of Israel’s attacks on Gaza.13 Through a discursive and visual analysis 

of the pinkwashing archive, this chapter suggests that pinkwashing provides a microcosm 

for understanding contemporary struggles over the meaning of freedom, liberal democracy, 

and progress confined within the idiom of liberalism and a secular temporality.14 

Scrutinizing how pinkwashing pervades the liberal imagination in the present generates a 

deeper understanding of the geopolitical crisis undergirding the consolidation of liberalism 

as the only imaginable futurity and its relation to Israel’s settler colonial project and 

discourses of legitimation. It opens up other avenues for conceiving of the conditions of 

possibility for imagining the current crisis of Israel/Palestine differently.  

 

2.1 “Israel stands out; it is different” 

 
Above all, the native Arab had to be seen as an irremediable opposite, something like 

a combination of savage and superhuman, at any rate a being with whom it is 
impossible (and useless) to come to terms. 

- Edward W. Said 

 

Netanyahu addresses the U.S. Congress: 

 

So today the Middle East stands at a faithful crossroads. And like all of you, I pray 
that the peoples of the region choose the path less travelled, the path of liberty 
[applause]. No one knows what this path consists of better than you, nobody. This 
path of liberty is not paved by elections alone. It is paved when governments permit 
protest in town squares. When limits are placed on the powers of rulers, when judges 
are beholden to laws and not men... It is paved when … human rights cannot be 

                                                        
13 From July 8 toAugust 26, 2014, Israel’s army murdered approximately 2000 Palestinians, left over 100,000 
people homeless, wounded more than 30,000, demolished and bombed schools, homes, apartment blocks, 
and hospitals that allegedly housed Hamas fighters/rockets, and charged Hamas with using Palestinians 
as human shields (Zonsein 2015). 
14 I her groundbreaking work Religious Difference in a Secular Age, Mahmood stresses the importance of 
scrutinizing how the idiom of secularity surfaces in religious minority-majority relations in contemporary 
Egypt. She is interested in how this might alter understandings of Egypt as illiberal in contrast to western 
liberal states, by emphasizing the structuring role of liberalism in giving form to such relationships, and 
how liberalism is based on the management of such differences. 
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crushed by tribal loyalties or by mob rule. Israel has always embraced this path, in a 
Middle East that has long rejected it. In a region where women are stoned, and gays 
are hanged, Christians are persecuted, Israel stands out; it is different [applause]. 
(Netanyahu 6:38 – 10:20)  
 

This scene takes up only four minutes of his entire speech and is emblematic of the way in 

which pinkwashing is mired in a secular liberal temporality of backwardness and 

progressiveness dependent on anti-Arab and Islamophobic tropes and the export of liberal 

democracy and human rights to “underdeveloped” regions. Such an imperial imaginary 

erases the fact that “American [and European] democracy [is] premised on the genocide of 

indigenous peoples,” and the Transatlantic Enslavement Trade (Smith and Kauanui 244) as 

well as Israeli democracy is founded on the ongoing ethnic cleansing and displacement of 

Palestinians. Andrea Smith and J. Kehaulani Kauanui (Kanaka Maoli) urge us to inspect 

modern democracy and its founding notions of rights, progress, and citizenship within the 

purview of settler colonialism and imperialism. 

Netanyahu invites us to imagine particular subjects who become symbolic of the 

“backwardness” in Arab/Muslim societies and the liberal democratic principles embodied by 

Israel, which are women, gays, and Christians. His appeal seeks to elicit a response that can 

only applaud Israel on the horizon of liberalism as a teleological endpoint of the political 

imagination. These imagined subjects are transformed into emblems of Israel’s democratic 

appeal “in a Middle East that has long rejected it.” It becomes impossible to imagine any 

kind of viable life for such subjects elsewhere in the Middle East. The construction of Israel 

as a tolerant, multicultural, liberal democracy inherently depoliticizes racialized, gendered, 

and sexualized injustices and inequalities by replacing struggles for justice with liberal 

progress narratives. Wendy Brown points out how “tolerance,” and I would like to add liberal 

democracy itself, are “thus a crucial analytic hinge between the constitution of abject 

domestic subjects and imperial and colonial adventures” (Brown, Regulating 8).15  

Her discussion of tolerance and multiculturalism looks at the depoliticizing effect of 

these discourses that “eschews power and history in the representation of the subject” (15). 

This is apparent in Netanyahu’s instrumentalization of gays, women, and religious 

minorities as pawns in his portrayals of Israel as a tolerant democracy in contrast to “the 

farcical parliaments of Teheran and Tripoli” (Netanyahu 6:38-7:38). His distinction erases the 

very historicity of the figures he employs. Brown points out:  

 

                                                        
15 I would like to thank Taylor Wondergem for helping me understand the liberal state formation as war. 
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The conceit of secularism undergirding the promulgation of tolerance within liberal 
democracies not only legitimates their intolerance of and aggression toward non-
liberal states or transnational formations but also glosses over the ways in which 
certain cultures and religions are marked in advance as ineligible for tolerance while 
others are so hegemonic as to not even register as cultures or religions; they are 
instead labeled “mainstream.” (Regulating 7; emphasis added) 

 

In Netanyahu’s speech it becomes impossible to problematize the parameters of Israel as an 

exclusively Jewish state, to see Palestinian (violent and non-violent) resistance as a 

resistance to colonial occupation as legitimate under International Law, to regard Israel’s 

offensive strategies as anything but defense, or to hold Israel accountable for its treatment 

of Palestinians living under its occupation. It also disregards Israel’s intolerance towards 

Palestinian Muslim and Christian minorities living within Israel’s settler colonial borders. 

Even the charge “Israel commits war crimes” is turned into an example of Israeli liberal 

democracy by assuming that imperial warfare is the only possible response to “illiberal 

regimes.” This rhetoric is reiterated through and by Israel’s pinkwashing campaign. 

In the previous chapter, I addressed how the early 1990s were a time when Israel’s 

economy and cultural politic became thoroughly liberalized. This liberalization gave 

Netanyahu the opportunity to situate Israel within a secular liberal horizon while enabling it 

to maintain its Jewish exclusivity.16 Zionism, in its settler colonial version, functions as a 

secular yet exclusively “Jewish” ideology in which religious and secular terms of 

justification operate simultaneously to further consolidate the Zionist project. Mahmood’s 

implicit rewriting of Gil Anidjar’s definition of secularism as “the name Christianity gave 

itself when it invented religion” (Anidjar “Secularism” 62) into secularism as a universalizing 

project with different national modalities that are not necessarily or simply reducible to 

Christianity is helpful for understanding how Netanyahu’s deployment of a secular idiom 

can contain an exclusively Jewish outlook.17 Secularism is a question of idiom rather than a 

sublimation of Christianity. “Secularism is not something that can be done away with any 

more than modernity can be. It is an ineluctable aspect of our present condition, as both 

political imagination and epistemological limit.” (Mahmood, Religious Difference 21). For 

both Mahmood and Anidjar secularism is anything but a neutral formation. 

                                                        
16 Mahmood also brings attention to the institutionalization of the modern state and its structuring of 
public and private religious spheres as fundamental to Israel (11). “Modern secular governance transforms 
– and in some respects intensifies – preexisting interfaith inequalities, allowing them to flourish in society, 
and hence for religion to striate national identity and public norms”(2). In addition, and this point is not 
stressed in Mahmood’s work, Israel is a settler colonial nation-state where claims to liberal democracy 
erase the historicity of the establishment of the state of Israel as a thinkable formation in the first place.  
17 I would like to thank Gina Dent for pointing out this distinction between Mahmood and Anidjar during 
our conversations at UC Santa Cruz in January 2016. 
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Neyantahu’s speech anticipates and accommodates a liberal response as the only 

pathway for political action. The supposed neutrality of such a project precludes any 

possibility of understanding Israeli-Palestinian relations otherwise.  

 

2.2 “ I take that you join me in condemning this” 

 

In a Democracy Now debate between Palestinian law professor Noura Erekat and Joshua 

Hartman (senior advisor to the Israeli ambassador of the United States) following Israel’s 

attacks on Gaza in 2014, Hartman says to Erekat: 

 
Ma’am just imagine if the United States had over two hundred million of its 
population under rocket fire from an internationally recognized terrorist organization, 
which by the way, I am sure that you ma’am, you’re not defending here, because 
Hamas, they wouldn’t allow a young, liberal, secular woman like you to express her 
views like you do ma’am. They would not allow my gay friends to express their 
sexuality freely. They would not allow Jews to open synagogues, or Christians to open 
churches. This is an Islamist fundamentalist organization that you are sitting here 
defending. And I also assume ma’am that you don’t justify their use of human 
shields, which they openly talk about. They are proud about it ma’am. I take that you 
join me in condemning this. (Democracy Now 52:25 min.) 
 

Hartman invites Erekat to condemn Hamas as a terrorist organization as she attempts to 

draw attention to the ongoing Israeli military assault on Gaza. This rhetoric has become fully 

integrated at the level of government and international relations. Palestinians (and the 

rhetorical slippage with Hamas, and in extension Islam) are marked as disposable and 

deserving of occupation and war because of their oppression of women, gays, Jews, and 

Christians. In conjunction, Hartman presents Palestinians living in Gaza as docile followers 

of Hamas. Undoubtedly, gender, religious, and sexual inequality also exists in Gaza, but 

rather than opening up ways to address such issues productively, Hartman’s rhetoric 

precludes the capacity to struggle at the same time against colonial occupation and for 

gender and sexual liberation within the Palestinian context as he sutures a liberated gay 

subject, secular womanhood, and (curiously) religious equality to Israel. Hartman’s liberal 

rhetoric consolidates liberalism as a neutral mode of engagement that normalizes or even 

necessitates Israel’s assault on Gaza. In other words, like in the case of liberal democracy, 

we can only turn to sites such as Europe, the Unites States, and Israel – all occupying and 

imperial powers – as sites for progressive political action regarding gender and sexuality. 

Within this purview the dichotomy between liberal and illiberal states that incorporates the 
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sexual subject into militarist, racist, and heteronormative nationalist and settler colonial 

frames of identity, the emergence of an antimilitarist, antiracist, and anticolonial horizon for 

political action remains foreclosed. 

The 2014 attacks on Gaza occurred after the kidnapping and murder of three teenage 

settlers in the Occupied West Bank followed by the lynching of a Palestinian teenager who 

was dragged behind a car by settler youth and then burned alive. Rumors spread quickly 

across Israeli media that Muhammed Abu Khdeir (sixteen years old) was murdered by his 

family for being gay instead of being brutally killed by Jewish-Israeli settlers who confessed 

to the murder shortly after (Gross 2014).18 In this case, pinkwashing was not only a strategy 

to make Israel look like a liberal democracy in contrast to Hamas, as in the Democracy Now 

debate. The Abu Khdeir case shows how the construction of Palestinians as inherently and 

collectively homophobic, here through the idea of “honor killing,”19 is central to how 

pinkwashing constructs Palestinians as responsible for their own deaths. This appears not 

only in the case of Abu Khdeir, but also in the ways in which the human shield argument is 

deployed as Hartman denies Israel’s accountability for the murder of over two thousand 

Palestinians in the course of one month. These discursive and affective tactics obscure the 

violence of settler colonialism and naturalize, dehistoricize, and depoliticize its operation by 

turning Israel into a liberal state and deploying an unbridgeable liberal-illiberal dichotomy. 

The conflation between liberalism and the settler colonial state reveals the intimacies 

between the two state formations. The charge of illiberalism coincides with a translation of 

anti-Arab racism and settler colonial violence into a language of love and benevolent 

superiority of the Israeli nation. It also forecloses any possibility for a viable Palestinian 

state, a Palestinian queer subject, or any other form of sovereignty or self-determination to 

emerge. Within the pinkwashing imaginary, Palestinians and Palestine remain 

fundamentally illiberal and incapable of achieving liberal democracy without incessant 

settler colonial intervention. Moreover, the materiality of the crisis shows Israel’s limited 

desire to grant Palestinians any form of sovereignty even if it would deploy a liberal 

democratic outlook, which the Fatah party, for instance, seems to espouse. 

                                                        
18 The story received international attention after the arrest of Abu Khdeir’s cousin, the Palestinian-
American Tariq Abu Khdeir (fifteen years old). He was on a holiday in Palestine and was beaten, 
blindfolded, arrested, and detained for several days during a protest that followed the murder of his 
cousin. These stories are not exceptional but they rarely make the news. Israel currently has over 400 
children in prison of whom thirty percent are under the age of sixteen (Addameer 2016). According to the 
Defense for Children Palestine, each year between 500-700 Palestinian children are prosecuted and 
detained in the Israeli Military Court system (Defense for Children International Palestine 2016).  
19 For critiques of the “honor crime” discourse see: Abu Lughod 2011; Shalhoub-Kevorkian 2011. 
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Pinkwashing contributes to the ongoing differentiation of bodies that belong to or 

can become temporary guests of the liberal Zionist imaginary and those who are considered 

threatening, and illiberal, and need to be kept at bay, contained, or killed. At the same time, 

it plays into the global platform of international relations, where Israel seeks to garner 

support for the Zionist project.  

Looking at minority-majority relations from the perspective of affective economies, 

Ahmed analyzes the role of emotions in “the ‘surfacing’ of individual and collective bodies” 

through the way in which “emotions circulate between bodies and signs” (Ahmed, 

“Affective” 117). Narratives of love (of the nation) and fear/hatred (of the other) come to 

determine and fix the position of the bodies of individual subjects as the body of the nation 

or as the nation’s others. The presence of imagined others, who find their expression in the 

figure of “the terrorist” and “the threat.” are represented as endangering the national-

individual subject construction. The narrative directions of emotion come to shape the 

orientation of bodies towards or away from each other:  

 
It is the regulation of bodies in space through the uneven distribution of fear, which 
allows spaces to become territories, claimed as rights by some bodies and not others. 
We can see this process at work in the heterosexualisation of space, as well as the 
racialisation of space. (Ahmed, Cultural 70) 
 

Each of the pinkwashing instances mentioned contribute to the differential regulation of 

bodies in space and rely on a series of geographic and cultural displacements through a 

racialization and sexualization of settler colonial space and a culturalization of war and 

imperialism. In this case, I also want to think about the ways spaces become 

“homosexualized” within this heterosexual affective economy to legitimize the securitization 

of borders. Or, perhaps we can speak of how spaces become normalized racially-sexually, 

and how these racial-sexual norms now encompass a particular vision of and for the gay 

citizen-subject that expands the already racist-heterosexist space of Israel’s settler colonial 

body politic. The (homo)sexualization of space allows Israel to transform itself into a victim 

susceptible to being intruded to disconnect itself from the position of the arbiter of injury, 

and to present itself as an exceptional nation (Ritchie 2010). This infinite victimization, in 

turn, attempts to legitimize Israel’s offensive strategies of settler colonial occupation and 

turns these into necessary “self-defense” based security narratives.  
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2 .3 “ Israel deserves it after a l l it has done for us” 

 

The pinkwashing imaginary would not be able to function without the creation of intimate 

ties between industry, government, and local and international LGBT platforms. During the 

2014 attacks on Gaza, gay magazine The Advocate published an op-ed titled “Why LGBT 

People Around the World Need Israel.” It states: 

 
Regardless of what happened in 1948 and whether or not the Palestinians have any 
validity in their argument about state sovereignty, etc., the fact is that Israel is 
absolutely critical for our nation [U.S.] and for the security and stability of the Middle 
East. We cannot afford for Israel to be anything but strong and secure, and this is 
particularly true for the LGBT community here in America and around the world. 
(Mason “Op-ed”) 
 

This popular U.S.-based LGBT magazine crafts a supposedly unified LGBT response that 

renders benign, perhaps even necessary, Israel’s attacks on Gaza as the only way forward if 

“we” want to be safe. “Our” safety is important “regardless” of the violence against other 

others. The op-ed concludes: 

 
Unless we want the Middle East to turn into an absolute free-for-all controlled by 
extremists who want to kill us and turn women into their slaves, then we need to do 
everything we can to protect Israel and stand in solidarity in any way we can. Not only 
is it in our interests, but Israel deserves it after all it has done for us. (“Op-ed;” 
emphasis added) 
 

Not unlike Netanyahu’s appeal to the U.S. Congress and Hartman’s provocation of Erekat, 

this op-ed alludes to similar mechanisms: it celebrates sexual and gender equality in Israel 

and sounds out criticism, especially anti-pinkwashing criticism, of Israel’s politics of war 

and occupation. Moreover, it disconnects gay rights from the geopolitical context. The 

salience of this rhetoric within a context of mass destruction and death reveals the settler 

colonial and imperial violence necessary for the maintenance of the liberal imagination. 

Within the purview of this op-ed, violence against some queers is legible and grievable and 

should be stopped. At the same time, settler colonial violence against an entire population is 

perpetrated by the very same state that celebrates the (legal) protection of Jewish-Israeli 

LGBTs. Such violence is rendered benign and ungrievable. Furthermore, the op-ed treats gay 

issues as distinct from issues of settler colonial violence and pre-empts the possibility of a 

queer anticolonial politic, such as the one professed by the Palestinian queer movement. By 
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appealing to the gay “we,” this type of gayness immediately excludes those who are 

racialized-sexualized as Arabs and Palestinians and queers who are critical of Israel’s 

politics of occupation. It seems to argue that regardless of the ethnic cleansing of Palestine 

in 1948 and its ongoing occupation, “we,” in the West, need to continue our support for 

Israel because of its stellar gay rights record. We even seem to need Israel as a fundamental 

asset to our global gay struggle. However, paradoxically, the op-ed needs the attacks on 

Gaza and the slaughter of Palestinians as a backdrop for mapping global relations along a 

liberal horizon, privileging Euro-U.S.-Israeli relations. In conjunction, with this, the article 

erases the needs and struggles of Arab and Palestinian queers, and queers in the Global 

South more generally, who can only presumably find shelter in the (neo)liberal imperialist 

and settler colonial spatio-temporalities of western (sexual) exceptionalism and rejects the 

possibilities for a queer politics in solidarity with Palestine.  

 
2 .4 “You see here a threat, we see here an opportunity” 

 

The cover of the 2009 Tel Aviv Pride Parade issue of the Israeli edition of Time Out Magazine 

shows an image from above of Muslim men in prayer, their backs are turned towards the 

viewer. The Hebrew text reads “You see here a threat, we see here an opportunity” (Time Out 

2009; Vartanian 2009). In what follows, I explicitly refrain from showing the images I discuss 

because I do not want to reproduce such violent imagery within Queering the Occupation in 

order to make my argument. This decision pays attention to the call of black feminist 

scholars such as Saidiya Hartman and Katherine McKittrick, to not reproduce the spectacle 

of violence, including its symbolic economy, in the service of analysis (Hartman 1997; 

McKittrick 2010).  

This issue of Time Out was published the summer after Operation Cast Lead (2008-

2009).20 In the image we see Muslim men facing Mecca for prayer, but in this particular 

instance the men’s position seems to signify something else too. The cover alludes to a 

stereotypical representation of sex between men: anal sex. The men are all in the position of 

the bottom often stereotypically and misogynistically referred to as the passive and 

effeminate position. In Islamophobic and homophobic fashion, the Arab/Muslim is turned 

into a bottom. This representational trope adds a gay flavor to the representation of 

                                                        
20 Israel’s Operation Cast Lead was the previous assault on Gaza, which included the use of the chemical 
weapon white phosphorous. Israel deployed the logic of pre-emption – preventing more rocket attacks 
from Hamas – as rationale for the assault. 
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Palestine as a rapeable woman and the land as feminine.21 In conjunction, this image turns 

the “threat” into a sexualized opportunity. The men in the image become a site for 

penetration, and the penetrator – or gay viewer – takes on a dominant position, as he is 

masculine and strong in contrast to the stereotype of the emasculated body of the men in 

prayer. The allusion to the virile strong Israeli recalls the myth of the Israeli Sabra that I 

address in Chapter One.22 Within the purview of this reiteration of both Israel’s geography 

and body politic, the masculine and patriarchal gaze is sustained even though the land is 

now envisioned as a penetrable male, Arab bottom.23 

In the ad, penetration and security become redefined as acts of domination and 

superiority. Puar notes that “discourses of terrorism are thus intrinsic to the management 

not only of race” but “just as significantly, and less often acknowledged, discourses of 

terrorism are crucial to the modulation and surveillance of sexuality, indeed a range of 

sexualities” (Terrorist 77). The men in the image are the epitome of what Jasbir Puar and 

Amit Rai call the “monster terrorist fag” (Puar and Rai 2002). Such a figure shows “how 

queerness as sexual deviancy is tied to the monstrous figure of the terrorist as a way to 

otherize and quarantine subjects classified as ‘terrorists,’ but also to normalize and 

discipline a population through these very monstrous figures” (Puar and Rai 126). In this 

case, it is especially the dominant gaze that becomes normalized. Departing from Puar’s 

thesis, I argue for an understanding of how discourses of terrorism are not only intrinsic to 

the management of racial-sexual discourses, but to the management of spatio-temporal 

distinctions between liberal and illiberal states, and determine the limits of the political 

imagination and possibility for political action.  

The Time Out image tells us that the men depicted can never be in the position of 

sanctioned and dominant gayness. Their gayness will always already be queer (abject and 

perverted), passive, submissive, like their heterosexuality – by virtue of the religion that 

compels them to “bend down” and “bend over” – is always already queer, and literally: 

backwards.  

The picture not only portrays the men from behind, but also from the top. The 

spatiality of the image and the relation between image and viewer are mired in a logic that 

                                                        
21 I am also reminded of Puar’s discussion of homophobic slogans on U.S. weaponry in the ongoing “War 
on Terror” and the use of blow-up nuclear weapons directed at Osama Bin Laden during New York’s pride 
parade (Puar 2007). For a discussion of the trope of rape in imagining Palestinian-Israeli relations to the 
land see for instance Amireh 2003 and Massad 2006. 
22 The Israeli Sabra refers to particular construction of the new native through the construction of a Zionist 
soldier masculinity. For discussions on Sabra masculinity and its role in/for the Zionist project see for 
instance: Nordau 1980; Gilman 1991; Boyarin 1997; Almog 2000; Yosef 2004; Dekel 2010. 
23 After receiving angry letters from Palestinian and Israeli organizations, Time Out Magazine apologized 
for their choice of cover and refrained from further publication of the issue (The Observer 2009).  
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Achille Mbembe, following Eyal Weizman, calls “vertical sovereignty” (Mbembe, 

Necropolitics 28), which can also be extended to vertical settler colonialism. Although for 

Mbembe vertical sovereignty of Israeli occupation is a spatial principle, I argue, inspired by 

the work of Colleen Jankovic, that it is also crucial to look at the verticality of the visual 

politics of settler colonialism and at the temporal incentive such a view from the top asserts. 

Jankovic writes: 

 
I argue that the Sabra figure in Zionist discourse and visual culture served … to 
prioritize, naturalize and even nativize certain ways of seeing. In this way the Sabra 
can be located not only as a figure of the masculine Hebrew pioneer, but as a kind of 
locus of a proper re-orientation of race, gender and sexuality aligned with a certain 
visual logic, which prioritized visual dominance over the landscape as well as an 
ability to recognize Jewish belonging in the landscape. The Sabra is not just an 
image or representation of himself, but represents a way of seeing that relied on 
visual and non-visual affirmations and re-orientations of Jewish belonging (Cinematic 
125; emphasis added).  
 

The panoptic fortification of the gay Sabra vision enacted in the Time Out image represents 

a visual settler colonialism of symbolic verticality, which is re-oriented through its placement 

within a secular spatio-temporality. The men in the image are not only behind in time 

(backwards) on a horizontal plane, but their backwardness in time is superimposed by a 

progressiveness that is sutured to vertical domination. The men in the image are observed 

from above without being able to see who is watching them as their backs are facing the 

viewer. The penetrability of the bodies alluded to in the image and text shows that Israel’s 

control of Arabs takes place through surveillance and control that press on the outside and 

expand the inside and between these bodies. There is thus simultaneity between the Zionist 

settler colonial treatment of the land, the visual, and the body. The body, not unlike the land 

itself, becomes subjected to a regime of vertical sovereignty that produces a geographic 

visual dissonance, which is particular to settler colonial regimes, and further entrenches the 

liberal distinction between progressive and backward spatio-temporalities. These elements 

are juxtaposed to create a coherent picture of belonging and unbelonging accompanied by 

entitlement and dispossession. Colonial occupation and its tactics are not only a matter of 

spatial expansion and separation, but simultaneously include practices of surveillance and 

ways of looking that consolidate it. It structures a visual encounter between land, body, and 

war machines. In the Time Out image, the view(er)-from-the-top not only looks down upon 

colonized subjects, but also reflects the spatio-temporal logic of settler colonialism and the 

vulnerable porosity of bodies and lands. 
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Furthermore, within the image this vertical sovereignty is not only a site of 

surveillance, it also becomes a site and a sight of pleasure and political longing. Adi 

Kuntsman points out that: “heterosexualizing Palestinians and queering Israel work in 

tandem to mark ‘Palestinian gays’ as impossible subjects … Their arrival in particular is 

figured as a threat” (“The Soldier” 148). The materialization of queer Palestinians is 

configured as a threat because they can never materialize as the norm and would disrupt the 

supposed liberal (sexual) exceptionalism of Israel invoked by Netanyahu, Hartman, The 

Advocate, and Time Out. Palestinian queers can only materialize, in the secular idiom of 

pinkwashing, as victims of their own society, who are coerced to assimilate to legitimized 

forms of liberal queer visibility that make them either victims of Palestinian society who 

have been rescued by Jewish-Israeli benevolent LGBT groups, potential lying terrorists, or 

exoticized oriental gays (AlQaisiya et al. 2017).  

The front cover of the magazine is emblematic of a representational, spatio-temporal, 

and affective logic that transforms some homosexuals into legitimized queer citizens (or 

subjects of warfare) at the cost of sexual-racial others (or objects of warfare) who are always 

already the constitutive outside of these limited terms of recognition within liberal 

modernity. Their visibility is folded into contemporary forms of globalization and 

securitization that form what Puar, in Terrorist Assemblages, calls “sexual exceptionalism.” 

The “us-versus-them” rhetoric is incorporated by LGBTs who have become sanctioned 

citizen-soldier-subjects. The possibility of alignment between the LGBT subject’s and Israel’s 

Zionist norm is made possible through the production of another other. In the image, the 

relationship between (Israeli) queers and Palestinians can only become imaginable through 

the trope of rape that generates belonging and unbelonging to the land and the nation 

through sexual violence.  

Pinkwashing disregards queer alliances that neither adhere to the norm, nor cohere 

with what is understood as the emancipatory potential of a queer politics: the individual 

declaration of public sexual identity and identification (increasingly via and with the state). 

Queer alliances that are not founded upon the fantasy of an isolated and liberal sexual 

solidarity are foreclosed if not unimaginable. This becomes apparent in The Advocate’s 

desperate appeal to a global gay solidarity for Israel because “our” survival depends on it, or 

on the Time Out cover, and begs the question: who needs to die, both politically and literally 

for a liberal gay “we” to emerge?  

The particular Israeli gayness that is conferred through the “we” in the Time Out text 

spread is intrinsically attached to Israel’s sexual exceptionalism, nationalism, and settler 

colonial domination and transforms Israel/Palestine and the dynamics of colonizer and 
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colonized into a sexualized narrative of top and bottom. It is part of a settler colonial strategy 

that dehumanizes and undermines the agency of Palestinians by way of colonial, sexist, 

racist, and gendered stereotypes in which being a top denotes manliness/masculinity – 

Zionist virile supremacy – while being a bottom denotes effeminacy/femininity; in other 

words, weakness and Arab impotence negotiated through classically gendered tropes. 

Furthermore, this image suggests that the gay community knows better what to do with the 

threat better than the state itself: the suggestion is to subject them to rape from behind, 

which is translated as both liberation/emancipation and subjection. Time Out magazine’s 

deployment of the logic of vertical settler colonialism as a particular visual regime 

simultaneously directs and forecloses the political imagination. Within pinkwashing’s liberal 

imaginary, the only form of political alliance and longing imaginable, operate as alibis for 

Israel’s settler colonial project.  

In her contribution to the discussion on the 2014 attacks and ethnic cleansing of 

Palestinians in Gaza, Heike Schotten recalls an image that in terms of its composition 

resembles the Time Out cover. The image was circulated on Israeli WhatsApp networks. The 

text reads: “Bibi [Netanyahu’s pet name] finish inside this time!” At the bottom it is signed 

“Civilians for Invasion” (Schotten 2014). It portrays the image of a pin-up girl on a green 

backdrop with a niqab covering her face and upper body, but she is naked from the waist 

down. In contrast to the Time Out image, her eyes are visible for the viewer.24 

Schotten takes issue with the ways in which both the right and the left have 

instrumentalized the image of women and the rape of women to make political points about 

what she calls Gaza Genocide 3.0: 

 
Here Gaza is again imagined as a woman, although this time the depiction exploits 
not simply feminine vulnerability and violability but also racialized sexual availability. 
Victory in war is allegorized as male penetrative orgasm, making explicit the 
conflation of sex with violence, pleasure with annihilation. The ambivalent portrayal 
of the feminized Gaza – veiled yet revealed, “terrorist” yet tempting, “conservatively” 
Muslim yet sexually available – leaves open the question as to whether this wartime 
"finish" will be a rape or – as patriarchal common sense has it – something she really 
wanted anyway. (2014) 
 

Similarly, the Time Out cover imagines and depicts occupation as sexualized, gendered, and 

racialized. The men in the image are depicted both as vulnerable and racially-sexually 

available through the image’s allusion to their penetrability. It is nothing new that victory 

                                                        
24 The particular green in the image is the color green used by Hamas. 
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and colonization are depicted and narrated as dependent on the virility of the victor as rapist 

and the feminization of the conquered land.25 This reference is used by both the colonizer 

and colonized to narrate either “victory” or “dispossession” (Amireh 2003; Massad 2006). 

However, the feminization that the Time Out image serves as a misogynist trope that can be 

applied to any body. The transformation of the threat into a zone of racialized desire and 

orientalist eroticism turns violence into a form of liberal pleasure. The domination of the 

land by a colonizer transforms the land itself into the body of a woman, or an Arab male 

bottom that has been or should to be raped, but the rape cannot be recognized as such. 

Rape is necessary for the maintenance of settler colonial relations.26 The Muslim man is 

similarly configured as threatening within Islamophobic logic, yet he is neither masculine 

nor heteronormative enough. Beyond conservative disguise, being penetrated and 

penetrable is something “he really wanted anyway” and, at the same time, constitutes his 

illiberal demeanor, which shows the versatility of queerness for the liberal project. 

The feminization of the Arab man resulted from the Zionist (re)masculinization of the 

Jew within Zionist discourse and the (re)masculinization of Israeli gay men as discussed in 

Chapter One. This remasculinization of “the Jew” displaced effeminacy and weakness onto 

the body of Palestinian and Arab men. Effeminacy and weakness stick, as Ahmed would say, 

to the surface of their body. This early Zionist representational strategy surfaces today in 

depictions of Arab men as (potential) terrorists who are, as Puar also argues in Terrorist 

Assemblages, always already heterosexual, but never fully heteronormative – dangerous, yet 

submissive, or the other way around.  

Schotten further notes: 

 
If Gaza is a raped woman, then she is either getting what she deserves and probably 
secretly wanted anyway (the conservative view) or blameless and innocent of the 
heinous crime being committed against her, which must be stopped (the liberal 
view)… Casting Gaza as a woman uses gender hierarchy to convey racial and 
national hierarchy, racializing Palestinian Arabs and Muslims as hypersexualized, 
effeminate, weak, helpless, and available. (Schotten 2014) 

 

Similarly, the men in the Time Out image are submitted to the desires of the viewer and the 

viewer, or act of viewing, becomes a symbolic act of rape as a necessary feature of settler 

                                                        
25 For accounts of such tropes outside the context of Israel/Palestine, see for instance McClintock 2005 and 
Smith 2005, 2008. 
26 The displacement of violence in the context of the rape of enslaved and colonized peoples has been 
discussed at length in the context of the transatlantic slave trade in Saidiya Hartman’s Scenes of 
Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (1997). 
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colonial control that can now also be imagined through violent appropriations of homoerotic 

desire, while misogynistically casting Palestinians as bottoms. Beyond a critique of the 

sexualization-racialization of Palestinians within a settler colonial and imperialist 

framework, both images rely on liberal affects that displace and negate the question of 

violence. 

The image discussed by Schotten and the Time Out cover are both examples of how 

liberal settler colonial citizenship and, in extension, an imagined community are engendered 

through Israel’s pinkwashing campaign. Settler colonialism, domination, and occupation are 

not only deemed necessary but also desirable. In an article I co-authored with Maikey, we 

discuss how the promise of citizenship for the Jewish-Israeli gay citizen-subject is founded 

upon the abjection, expulsion, and murder of non-citizen-subjects, or surplus populations of 

“illiberal regimes” (Maikey and Stelder 2015). Within this logic liberal pleasure becomes 

sutured to the murder of the other. Anna M. Agathangelou, D. Morgan Bassichis, and 

Tamara L. Spira describe how normative gay subjects are affectively folded into empire to 

render the other politically unrecognizable (2015). They write: 

 
To deal with pain, fear and insecurity, this logic tells us, the demonization and 
demolition of the racially and sexually aberrant other must be performed again and 
again. Moreover, within this imperial fantasy, this production, consumption, and 
murder of the other is to be performed with gusto and state-sanctioned pleasure, as a 
desire for witnessing executions becomes a performance of state loyalty. 
(Agathangelou et al., “Intimate” 123) 
 

The liberal affect incited by pinkwashing sets in motion a chain of anti-Palestinian, anti-

Arab, and Islamophobic meaning-making that structures the secular temporality of 

liberalism that renders Palestinians the constitutive outside of the parameters of human 

rights, equality, and liberal democracy. Gay rights have become the litmus test by which 

empathy and commitment to liberal democracy is measured at the price of gleeful 

participation in witnessing the death of others. In conjunction, it glosses over the work done 

by Palestinian queer activists and their creation of a queer politics of decolonization and 

Palestinian liberation, which exposes the false promises of liberalism. It also “undermine[s] 

the relationships the Palestine solidarity movement has with other movements and activists 

such as LGBT rights” (Doherty 2011).  

My point is not that it is possible to “be gay” and support Palestine or make Palestine 

more appealing to gay people, a project, which, according to Maikey, has become the 

priority of some liberal anti-pinkwashing projects (“Liberation”). The reliance on a form of 
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global gay solidarity, which this liberal position proposes reiterates the framework that 

pinkwashing relies on: if you are gay you will support Israel. This liberal take on anti-

pinkwashing activism merely proposes a correction of a conceptual error concerning what 

constitutes the global queer community. Instead, I am interested in how this configuration 

structures, prevents, and promotes certain alliances and the ways it confines the ways in 

which queer politics and liberation can be thought.  

Mapping pinkwashing through the framework of the idiom of secularity and 

liberalism, I showed how the conceit of Israeli liberal democracy is not only a fallacy, but 

also a limit and a site for thinking through political action and the political imagination in 

the present. Understanding pinkwashing within the specific context of the settler colonial 

project, while at the same time understanding it as an emblem of the promise of liberalism, 

allows us to shift our perspectives towards other alliances that link the war on terror, Zionist 

settler colonialism, liberalism’s liberal/illiberal divide, and secular temporality as the 

enabling conditions for understanding of our past, but also the possibility for political action 

and imagination in the present. To read pinkwashing as an emblem demands an attunement 

to different temporalities in order to imagine other political futurities.  

In the next chapter, I discuss how Israel’s pinkwashing campaign developed since 

2010 – when it needed as an Arab other to promote Israel as liberal and tolerant – into a city 

branding campaign singling out Tel Aviv as a “gay mecca” in order to maintain the status 

quo. Through discussing Israel’s rapidly growing gay tourism industry, Chapter Three brings 

together pinkwashing, gay tourism, and the political economy of settler colonialism. 
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Chapter Three: Zionist Itineraries and the Gay Tourism Industry 

At the end of 2015, I spent two months in Occupied (East) Jerusalem/alQuds1 researching 

Israel’s gay tourism campaign for alQaws: for Gender and Sexual Diversity in Palestinian 

Society. Although I initially conducted the research for alQaws in an attempt to redistribute 

my university resources, it soon became relevant for this overall dissertation project, 

because gay tourism’s function is to deepen Israel’s pinkwashing campaign. Israel’s gay 

tourism industry is both economically and ideologically profitable. These ideological, 

political, and economic implications of the gay tourism industry in settler colonies remain 

undertheorized.2 

In the midst of daily incursions, arrests, and killings in Jerusalem/alQuds, I looked at 

images of bronzed and brown hypermasculine gay men in speedos; watched video clips of 

gay tourists in the “Holy Land;” collected gay travel itineraries of trips to the Occupied 

Territories; and studied (municipal) government documents discussing how gay tourism 

serves Israel’s international relations. I also discovered that the government’s annual budget 

for its gay tourism campaign is much higher than its annual spending on LGBT 

organizations in Israel.3 These materials and findings constitute a gay tourism archive that is 

                                                        
1 Depending on what position you take, the naming of Jerusalem is a significant political tool. I use the 
terms Occupied Jerusalem (a settler colonial inflected reading), Occupied East Jerusalem (official UN and 
international law terminology pointing to Israel’s occupation of East Jerusalem and the Old City in 1967); 
and alQuds (the Palestinian-Arabic name for Jerusalem). 
2 Only a handful of critical studies on gay tourism look at the encounter between global gay tourist trends, 
imperialism, capitalism, and (neo)colonial projects. See: Alexander 1995; Puar 2002; American Friends 
Service Committee 2002; Camacho 2015. Other studies on gay tourism predominantly focus either on the 
relationship between gay tourism and heterosexual space, such as Giorgi 2002; Howe 2001; Pritchard, 
Morgan, and Sedgely 1998; Coon 2012; Collins 2009; Bell and Valentine 1995; Ingram, Bouthillette, Retter 
1997; Duncan 1996; Clift, Luongo, and Callister 2002; or the relation between gay tourism, country 
marketing, and the capitalist tourist industry, such as Alamilla Boyd 2011; Markwell 2002; Luongo 2002. 
More work has been done by feminist researchers on the gendered and/or colonial nature of tourism and 
tourist marketing, but besides the above exceptions those works remain hetero-centered unless sex 
tourism is involved, see for instance Kinnaird and Hall 1996; Pritchard and Morgan 2000; Hall 1994; Richter 
1995; Momsen 1993; Silver 1993; Scott 1995; Swain 1995; Enloe 1989. 
3 In 2016, even voices from within Israel’s gay community spoke out against the governments promise of 
eleven million shekel to promote Israel as a gay-friendly country for gay tourists, while they continue to 
structurally underfund Israeli gay activism, ignore or support homophobia in Israeli society, and reject 
LGBT legislation proposals. Importantly, however, their intervention did not constitute a rejection of 
Israel’s pinkwashing campaign per se. It rather concerned itself with homophobia in Israeli society and the 
lack of support within the right-wing Netanyahu government for LGBT legislation. The community’s 
protest, and even leftwing Knesset members, confirmed Israel’s use of the gay community to pinkwash 
itself as a gay travel destination, even though homophobia is rampant, although none of them engaged 
with pinkwashing as a project to cover up Israel’s occupation of Palestine (Gross 2016; Lior 2016; Marom 
2016). Some even saw the erasure of homophobia by the Israeli government as “the real pinkwashing” 
(Blackmer 2016; Hoare 2016) and used this argument to reject anti-pinkwashing voices that speak out 
against occupation.   
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“not producing primarily positive, liberatory disruptions of heterosexual space,” but rather 

leaves “racial, class, and gender displacements” unexamined (Puar, “Transnational” 935).  

In this chapter, I suggest that gay tourist itineraries function within/as a cultural 

archive of Zionism, which houses and (re)constructs particular bodies, desires, and 

“national intelligibilities” (Stein 3) that become consumable for the gay masses in the Global 

North. Gay tourism presents Tel Aviv as the new status quo by aligning Tel Aviv with 

dehistoricized patterns of consumption and recreation and no longer requires the 

demonization of Arab neighbors and Palestinians in order to function. According to Jacqui 

M. Alexander, gay travel itineraries function as “ideological anchors, and their discursive 

expression elaborates a certain intransigent colonial relationship” that reiterate a 

“previously scripted colonial cartography of ownership, production, consumption, and 

distribution” (Alexander, Pedagogies 94). Gay tourism not only becomes “a crucial site for 

the interpolation of consumer citizenship,” but also traverses “different national borders that 

often are the same geographies that were established during the earlier phases of 

imperialism” (94). What stands out in the context of Israel/Palestine is the replacement of 

indigenous Palestinians with a new native, the Jewish-Israeli. Furthermore, the itineraries do 

not only trace old colonial borders but also actively participate in the production of new 

ones. 

Chamorro scholar Keith Camacho coins the term homomilitarism to understand the 

entanglements between U.S. settler colonialism, militarism, gay rights discourses, and gay 

tourism in the context of Hawai’i and Guam: 

 
Homomilitarism can be read as a contemporary brand of imperial discourse through 
which debates on same-sex rights, legislation, and marriage are vigorously advanced 
or restricted while simultaneously upholding US colonial rule in Guam and Hawai’i 
and marginalizing indigenous claims to these islands. It is a discourse that 
represents state-sanctioned ideals of queer citizenry, community, and leisure; for this 
reason, same-sex erotics of gay marriage and gay tourism attempt to conceal 
historical and contemporary forms of violence attributed to the US military’s presence 
on these lands. (Camacho 145) 

 

Homomilitarism in the context of Israel/Palestine provides insight into the ways in which 

LGBT rights discourses, Israeli militarism, and gay tourism are triangulated to generate 

complex discourses of settler colonial citizenship, belonging, and conditional hospitality 

within the Zionist state. It coincides with a discourse of what African-American and I-Kiribati 

scholar Teresia Teaiwa, in the context of the Pacific Islands, calls “militourism” by which, 
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military and paramilitary force ensures the smooth running of a tourist industry, and 
that same tourist industry masks the military force behind it… This collaboration 
between militarism and tourism effects complex processes of displacement and 
social mobility for [Pacific] islanders, affecting the physical, mental, and emotional 
health of island bodies. (250-252)  

 

The function of military forces in enabling Israel’s tourism industry is intimately tied to the 

ongoing displacement of Palestinians and the ongoing replacement of Palestinians with a 

“new native.” At the same time, this military presence in the Israeli-Palestinian landscape is 

either fetishized or obscured. Militarism, the “new native,” and tourism go hand-in-hand in 

displacing and exploiting the native Palestinian population. “Tourism is able to flatten, tame, 

and render benign the culture of militarism” (252) through its romanticization by and within 

the tourism industry.  

Of course we know better than to place political hope in tourism. By analyzing the 

material collected during my research, this chapter shows the ways in which Israel’s gay 

tourism campaign draws on and constitutes a particular sight/site of Israel/Palestine while 

foreclosing others.4 The relation between gay tourism and settler colonial politics requires 

closer scrutiny because in some instances it is disguised as “innocent” (Wekker 2016) and 

other times as “liberatory” (Puar 2002). 

 

3.1 Constructing the Sight/Site 

 

Israel is without a doubt the best country in the Middle East for gay and lesbian 
individuals to live. In addition to the fact that gay people can serve openly in the Israeli 

military, Israeli governments have been promoting social equality for LGBT people for more 
than a decade. It should come as no surprise then that Israel’s capital of cool, Tel Aviv, has 

gained a reputation as one of the world’s top destinations for gay men. If you haven’t yet 
added Tel Aviv to your travel itinerary, here are some reasons you should make a last-minute 

addition. 
- Gay Tel Aviv for Beginners 

 

Gay tourism plays a central role in Brand Israel strategies. The government and its partners 

are working hard to brand Tel Aviv, and Israel by extension as an attractive travel destination 

for gay tourists. Strategically placed gay advertising, collaboration with local and 

international LGBT NGOs, Zionist organizations in Europe and North America, LGBT 

                                                        
4 I use sight/site rather than the more common Tourism Studied pair of space/place (Puar 2002, 102), 
because I am both interested in a spatialized understanding of gay tourism and in the visual and textual 
narratives that circulate within gay tourism. These narratives not only produce particular place/space of 
Israel/Palestine but also construct a geographical and embodied vision for it. 
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leadership delegations, and mainstream and LGBT media have turned Israel/Tel Aviv into a 

number-one gay destination.  

In 2017, an estimated one hundred thousand gay tourists visited Israel and the 

number continues to grow exponentially each year.5 The gay tourism industry signifies a 

shift from Brand Israel as a branding campaign that seeks to set the country of Israel apart 

from the rest of the region to singling out Tel Aviv as detached from its geopolitical context.6 

Tel Aviv is listed on many a gay survey as a top destination.7 Over eighty articles have been 

published over the past three years by local and international mainstream, Zionist, and LGBT 

media, such as Out! Magazine, Daily Beast, The Advocate, Haaretz, Jerusalem Post, and 

Ynet. Jewish-Israeli media sources such as Haaretz, Times of Israel, and Ynet have over a 

dozen articles on both their Hebrew and English websites. Most of these are repetitive and 

part of Israel’s strategic communications agenda. They focus on Israel as a prime gay 

location in the Middle East, Tel Aviv as top gay city, and Tel Aviv Pride. Some of the articles 

in Hebrew also address the funds provided by the state and the logic behind the campaign: 

to make money and promote Israel in a positive light. Conservative Zionist media, such as 

The Advocate, as well as left-leaning newspapers, such as Haaretz, contribute to casting Tel 

Aviv as a secular, liberal, gay h(e)aven.8 

The Tel Aviv Municipality in collaboration with the Ministry of Tourism and Zionist 

groups has initiated several projects in recent years. Gay Vibe Tel Aviv is the most prominent 

example of a government-sponsored initiative that Israel tries to sell at international travel 

fairs. The ministry and the city also invite LGBT news reporters on free trips to Israel in 

exchange for positive reporting (Meyler 2013) and invite LGBT celebrities and LGBT 

leadership delegations to come to Israel in exchange for publicity (Hod 2013; Y. Dekel 2015).9 

Tour organizers and Zionist groups such as HEBRO (U.S.-based group catering to Jewish 

gay men and their allies) and the Jewish Community Center Association (U.S.) organize trips 

                                                        
5 This is not without resistance. Every year Palestinian-led international resistance to Tel Aviv Pride 
becomes more vocal (Pinkwatching Israel 2016, 2017) and a handful of Israeli queers also bring critical 
voices to the pride parade. 
6 In her well-written paper, my student Sabrina Stallone argues that the city is turned into a 
“homonormative flagship” that positions Tel Aviv as an empty canvas in which some non-normative 
subjects – foreign and Israeli lesbigays – can (re-)inscribe meaning as long as they stick to the national 
Zionist script. 
7 See, for instance, Lonely Planet 2011, Haaretz 2012. 
8 I would like to thank Osama for all his translations of Hebrew articles for this research. 

9 On the the Ministry of Tourism website an entire page is dedicated to celebrity tourism. During the 2016 
Academy Awards, the U.S. company Directive Assets, in collaboration with the Ministry and a Jewish 
Zionist orthodox travel agency based in New York, provided Award nominees with 50,000 dollar trip to 
Israel. The Academy Awards sued the Directive Assets for pretending to operate in the name of the 
Academy. 
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to Israel that are partially funded by A Wider Bridge – a Zionist organization that promotes 

Israeli LGBT culture in North America. The Jewish National Fund has also expressed interest 

in supporting gay tours and delegations, but thus far there are no records proving they have 

actually done so (Schaefer 2014). “Birthright” trips to Israel include a Rainbow Taglit and Tel 

Aviv is a popular destination for (gay) aliyah (Spencer 2014, Tobin 2017). In 2016, the Ministry 

of Tourism proposed to produce a rainbow pride plane in order to fly the winners of an 

international government-sponsored competition for gay tourists to Tel Aviv Pride for free.10 

Israel follows a trend that began in the early 2000s, in which national tourism boards became 

interested in the “pink dollar” (Puar 2002) and the value of gay friendliness began to be 

measured in terms of what is good for a country’s GDP (Rao 2015). 

Although marketing studies conducted by the San Francisco-based Community 

Marketing Inc. (the largest LGBT tourist survey) for example, or articles published by the 

International Gay and Lesbian Travel Association (IGLTA) sometimes refer to “LGBT 

Tourism,” the travel itineraries provided cater to the needs of affluent, homonormative, white 

European and North American gay men. This produces a particular politics of identity that 

situates LGBT tourism within discourses of masculinity and male travel.  

In her study of gay expatriates in Manila, Dana Collins shows how unrestricted 

access to most urban spaces for white men is reflected in their itineraries and travel 

narratives. “Similarly, most gay urban spaces, which are bound up with global tourism 

networks, are gay men’s spaces” (Collins 469). She argues, “neoliberal masculinity is 

precisely what links the ‘exploratory’ gay and heterosexual travelers who both travel to 

consume exoticized difference, within predominantly masculine tourism spaces and with a 

focus on individualized pleasure” (470). The neoliberal masculinity of the white gay male 

stands in stark contrast to the mobility of lesbians and trans* people, especially those of 

color, largely due to income disparities and the limited access to public space for female-

identified people and excessive (trans)misogyny.11  

Yaniv Weizman, coordinator of gay tourism for the Municipality of Tel Aviv, has stated 

that he wants to turn every gay tourist into gay “ambassadors for Israel” (Rozenberg 2014). 

In another, yet related context, Sharon Gat, founder and CEO of the settlement business 

Caliber 3 in Gush Etzion, which is an “anti-terrorism fantasy camp” on a military training 

                                                        
10 Participants were invited to tweet a photo of themselves with writing on their stomach of why they were 
proud of Tel Aviv. The most original message would win a plane ticket. 
11 While this does not mean there is no trans* or lesbian complicity with Israel’s pinkwashing campaign, 
they are not the primary target group of this campaign. In 2017, the Israeli government-funded Zionist 
lobby group Stand With Us organized a U.S. tour for a trans-male soldier (Borrows-Friedman 2017). 
Neoliberal masculinity is maintained through division of access to public spaces globally and thrives on 
the exploitation of migrant and, in this case, Palestinian labor.   
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facility where tourists literally walk in the shoes of Israeli army soldiers, uses the exact same 

words when he states: “People who do our programs come out with a much better 

understanding of this country. They become ambassadors for the State of Israel” (Maltz 

2017). A central aspect of the gay tourism campaign is to create particular ways of seeing to 

be exported globally by the tourist, which is even done by the Israeli military and a score of 

privatized militourism firms. In Chapter One, I showed how the Jewish-Israeli lesbigay is 

constituted through and within Zionist discourse at the expense of the indigenous 

Palestinian population. In Chapter Two, I discussed the ways in which pinkwashing 

saturates the media landscape and renders other political imaginaries and political action 

impossible. The production of new ways of seeing through Israel’s gay tourism campaign 

are therefore not to be understood as novel strategies, but placed within a context that re-

orients Jewish and gay belonging to the land. Central to this (re)orientation is the 

construction of particular itineraries that produce a specific sight/site for Israel.  

 

3.2 Gay Travel It ineraries 
 
In addition to its gay-friendly attitude, few countries can boast such diversity in its offerings, 

appealing to virtually any traveler. In one day you can visit a mighty desert, swim in the 
saltiest water on earth, explore a modern city, discover centuries-old ruins, experience a 

vibrant gay scene, and so much more. 
- Zoom Travel 

 

In an interview, the American-Israeli Russel Lord, who is an LGBT tour organizer for Kenes 

Tours and Ambassador of Israel for IGLTA, emphasizes the apolitical point of departure for 

gay tourism:  

 
These are people that don’t know Tel Aviv. That don’t know Israel and don’t know the 
Middle East. These are people that are looking for a new and exciting and even exotic 
destination to send their clients and that’s what we want to show them. That we have 
all of the components that they need to sell a holiday to their tourists… Tel Aviv is an 
attractive product that we can sell through the gay and lesbian tours” (Shalev 1:21-
3:40 min). 

 

The most prominent destinations on gay tourist itineraries are Tel Aviv and its annual Gay 

Pride, Jerusalem, the Dead Sea and Masada, Golan Heights, and Bethlehem. Both Israeli 

and international LGBT companies, but also longstanding Israeli non-LGBT specific 

operators such as Kenes Tours and Ofahim Tours offer specialized gay trips. Yaniv Weizman 

states, “We knew that people who had been to Tel Aviv loved it … so we made a switch. We 
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no longer talked about Israel, but Tel Aviv” (Hod 2013). The strategic shift from Brand Israel 

to Brand Tel Aviv reflects the new strategies of the Israeli government to single out Tel Aviv 

from the rest of the country and treat it as a metonym for Israel as a new status quo. Tel Aviv 

is constructed as a secular, economically stable and viable, liberal stronghold that is both 

separated and separable from the conflicted region in which it is located. The mission of 

Brand Israel’s descendent Tel Aviv Global is to manage “a municipal-national undertaking to 

support the Mayor's vision regarding Tel Aviv's development as a global business center of 

innovation and entrepreneurship, a leading destination for urban tourism, and a leading city 

brand worldwide” (Tel Aviv Municipality). It fails to mention that its international allure only 

addresses the large number of Jewish people who took Aliyah (the Law of Return) to Israel 

and the international expats who crowd the cities burgeoning start-up scene. It does not 

refer to non-Jewish Eritrean and Sudanese refugees in Southern Tel Aviv who face racist 

attacks and harassment from Jewish-Israeli communities and police (Kamin 2013); 

Palestinians from outside of Israel’s ever shifting borders who live in Tel Aviv “illegally” 

according to Israeli law; exploited South-Asian undocumented migrant workers; Ethiopian 

Jews who face daily anti-black racism by non-black Jewish communities (Hartman, Ben and 

Ariel Ben Solomon 2015); or the remaining Palestinian communities in Jaffa facing ongoing 

displacement since the early Zionist settling and the construction of Tel Aviv, and are 

confronted with poverty, police surveillance, and gentrification today.12 Gay tourism turns Tel 

Aviv into a metropolis for culture, leisure, and gay nightlife that is completely disconnected 

from is surroundings outside the city borders as well as from the city’s internal divisions. 

Gay tourism’s dependency on Tel Aviv as the “White City” – a reference to its modernist 

architecture and perhaps also a metaphor for its entire constitution – is part of a longer 

history of the settlement and creation of Tel Aviv, which has been scripted as an empty 

canvas disconnected from the land and especially from the (indigenous) people who live 

there (Rotbard 2015). 

In gay tourism Tel Aviv is referred to as “the first Hebrew city.” The history specifically 

relating to the expansion of Tel Aviv is told from a Zionist perspective in which the city 

emerged from the desert and, within a short period of time, transformed into a modern-day 

metropolis. That gay h(e)aven is full of hot men, clubs, and boutique hotels. In actuality, Tel 

Aviv was founded in 1910 as a small Jewish settler colony under Rule and expanded during 

the time of the British Mandate of Palestine. From the end of the nineteenth-century 

onwards it expanded and enveloped nearby Palestinian villages (e.g. Sheikh Munis, now Tel 

                                                        
12 Sharon Rotbard describes some of the processes that shape(d) Tel Aviv in her book White City, Black 
City: Architecture and War in Tel Aviv and Jaffa. 



 
Zionist Itineraries               81 

Aviv University site; Salamah, now Kfar Shalem; Abu Kabor, now Giv’at Herzl). The 

municipality replaced the remnants of Palestinian villages with modern office buildings and 

apartment blocks, which have become increasingly gentrified over the years, and is now 

known as the center of Ashkenazi Israeli middle and upper class secular-Jewish living. The 

once prosperous Palestinian port city, Jaffa (renamed Yafo in Hebrew) was largely 

depopulated in 1948 and continues to be a site of ongoing displacement of Palestinian 

residents (Masalha, The Palestine Nakba 7), but on tourist itineraries it is mostly known as 

“the ancient port city” that managed to turn itself into a popular “artist colony.” 

In June, gay tourists flock to Tel Aviv. Most tour operators, whether based in Israel or 

abroad, offer tailored pride tours for their customers during pride week. Pride is presented as 

a hedonistic fest where the world’s most beautiful men (and women) meet for a month of 

celebrations, opening with a street pride parade and a beach party. 

 
From bronzed muscle-gods and elaborately decorated floats to pointed political 
placards and masses of rainbow flags emblazoned with the Star of David, Tel Aviv 
annual gay pride parade is a must for those who want to experience Israel at its 
gayest, and some would say is freest [sic] (and still others at its most degenerate). 
(Yadid 2014) 

Rainbow flags “emblazoned with the Star of David” and mixed with the white and blue of the 

Israeli flag13 are a common sight at pride parades in Israel and in Euro-American cities.  

Carrying flags is symbolic for the articulation of a lesbigay “with-ness” within the 

Israeli nation. Ahmed argues:  

 
We can consider how the flag is a sticky sign, whereby its stickiness allows it to stick 
to other “flag signs,” which gives the impression of coherence (the nation as “sticking 
together”). The flag as a sign that has historically signified territorial conquest as well 
as love for the nation (patriotism) has effects in terms of display of “withness” 
(whereby one is “with others” and “against other others”). (Ahmed, “Affective” 130)  

Within the context of Tel Aviv Pride the abundance of Israeli flags is accompanied by other 

predominantly European and North-American national flags that not only produce a with-

ness between bodies and the nation, but also between international circuits of conditional 

hospitality and alliances between western nations. Here, the gay body is sutured to 

international networks of commodity culture and international relations. The singling out of 

                                                        
13 There is also a rainbow flag with a Star of David in the center which, depending on the context, might 
also refer to Jewish queer pride. The flag that I refer to is clearly an adapted rendering of the Israeli 
national flag.  
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Tel Aviv functions as a contribution to and altering of the contemporary Zionist (branding) 

project carried out by the state. 

Our next stop is Jerusalem. We will “walk through the Arab Bazaar and along 

the Way of the Cross to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher where you see pilgrims from 

across the world venerating the Tomb of Christ” (Zoom Vacations). Zoom Vacations and 

Outstanding Travel are the only agencies that mention Jerusalem’s “Arab Bazaar,” which is 

part of the Muslim quarter in the Old City in Occupied East Jerusalem. These were the only 

references I could find in all the gay travel itineraries that implied Palestinian presence in 

occupied East Jerusalem. The surrounding neighborhoods in East Jerusalem remain 

unmentioned even though Zoom Vacations offers stays at the (in)famous American Colony 

Hotel that dates back to the British Mandate era and borders on the East-Jerusalem 

Palestinian neighborhood Wadi el Goz. The rest of this city trip are to locations in West 

Jerusalem, such as the Holocaust Museum Yad Vashem, where gay tourists learn about gay 

holocaust victims. Not unlike Jewish visitors of Yad Vashem, who go on a tour of the 

museum, which ends with singing the Hatikva (The Israeli Anthem), the gay tourist becomes 

affectively attached to the narrative presented at Yad Vashem that ends with the 

establishment of Israel as the only (onto)logical consequence of the Holocaust.14 

Other stops in Jerusalem include a visit to the site of the Temple Mount. This is also 

the site of the al Aqsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock. All these sites are central to 

Judaic and Islamic spiritualties and are often the sites of violence. By only referring to the 

site as Temple Mount, the travel itineraries subscribe to the official Israeli narrative of the 

site and produce a particular site/sight for the tourist from which to envision and imagine 

the Old City and its geopolitical location as the capital of Israel. The trip ends at the Western 

Wall. The International Gay and Lesbian Travel Association’s (IGLTA) promotional video 

even shows gay tourists posing with Israeli soldiers. Jerusalem becomes the site/sight 

where the gay male body becomes sutured to the military industrial complex, and hence 

also a site for the sexualization of military occupation. Such a sexualization invites the gay 

tourist to either ignore or participate in the normalization of the daily incursions and violence 

of the military and police forces against Palestinian residents of the city, and to gloss over 

them as necessary aspects of the gay tourist industry. 

From my bedroom window in Wadi el Goz I often saw and heard police and army 

vehicles maneuvering through the neighborhood in the valley below. During my lunch break 

                                                        
14 Influential Jewish intellectuals, such as Hannah Arendt, Primo Levi, Judith Butler, and Ilan Pappe, have 
contested this narrative as the only possible narrative to think Jewish dispossession and reparations after 
the Holocaust. 
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I witnessed soldiers rounding up and searching Palestinian children in the vicinity of Bab el-

Amud/Damascus Gate. The success of gay tours to Jerusalem relies on the normalization of 

the containment of Palestinian bodies and the erasure of Palestinian life and culture in the 

city. 

Some of the tours and LGBT delegations organize meetings with Jerusalem’s gay 

community and other Israeli LGBT organizations (Gay Camel Tours). In such meetings the 

consumer and ideological agenda of the state meets with the political interests of Israel’s 

gay community. Furthermore, the Israeli Ministry of Tourism organizes LGBT leadership 

delegations to Israel with the explicit goal to detract attention from the Palestinian call for 

BDS and attract LGBT support for Israel (Y. Dekel 2015). Together with Israeli LGBT 

organizations such as Aguda, Zionist lobby groups such as Stand With Us and A Wider 

Bridge, and (gay) travel agencies, the Ministry and local government welcome LGBT tourist 

delegations and urge these tourists to become allies of Israel’s LGBT community and, in 

extension, of Israel itself. Although Puar urges scholars of gay tourism to distinguish 

between the gay tourism industry and national tourism board’s promotion of gay tourism 

(Puar, “Transnational” 114), in the settler colonial state of Israel the two are inseparable. 

Besides ongoing collaboration between the state and the gay tourism industry, leading (gay) 

travel agencies, such as Kenes Tours and OutStanding Travel, are managed by gay men who 

have previously taken positions in Israeli governmental institutions or have worked for Israeli 

LGBT NGOs. For example CEO of Outstanding Travel, Nadav Peretz has worked in PR, 

marketing, and travel for The Israeli Mission to the United Nations, the Israeli Consulate of 

New York, and Israel Gay Youth (OutStanding Travel). Outstanding Travel imagery is 

featured on government websites promoting Tel Aviv Pride tourism. Russel Lord, IGLTA 

representative for Israel, employee at Kenes Tours, and one of the founding figures of gay 

tourism to Israel has participated in a two-year Israeli government program to train tourist 

industry leaders (Forman 2012). It is pertinent to understand the relationship between 

government and gay tourist businesses as central to the formation of an ideologically and 

economically profitable settler colonial gay tourist industry. Tourists are embedded in a 

discourse that refrains from any interaction with the broader geopolitical context. Aguda (an 

LGBT organization in Tel Aviv) member Mike Hamel, for instance states:  

 
We deliberately do not take a stand on the occupation, because it is in conflict with 
our main agenda. The rightwing are my target. Gays in religious [Jewish] 
communities need me more than anything else. If I identify with the Palestinians on a 
non-gay issue, I close my doors to a large segment of the Israeli population. (Teller 
2009) 
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The same accounts for the Jerusalem Open House that wanted to organize an “Arab 

community group,” but demanded that Palestinian queers attending leave their politics at 

the door (Maikey and Stelder 2015).  

At meetings between gay tourists and the Jerusalem LGBT community, the focus is 

on the homophobia LGBTs face in this conservative city. Not only in 2006, but also in 2015, a 

man (the same man) attacked pride marchers with a knife wounding several marchers and 

killing one teenage girl. In contrast to the alleged Palestinian knife attackers who wind up 

dead because either the military/police or gun-carrying Israeli civilians kill them on the spot 

and remain untried, this Israeli attacker was imprisoned in 2006 and released in 2015.15 Upon 

his release he announced on social media that he would attack the pride march again, but 

he was not stopped by the police prior to the march, which resulted in the death of the 

teenage girl. In effect, Jerusalem is reduced to a site of friction for Israeli queers and is 

employed to differentiate between a liberal/liberated Tel Aviv and a religious Jerusalem. 

Relatedly, progressive liberal Israeli politicians mobilize the figure of the fanatic religious 

settler in the Occupied Territories in order to criticize the occupation and to distance 

themselves from acts of settlement. Similarly, Jerusalem is featured as being taunted by 

religious homophobia, while the government does very little to curb it. Contrasting secular 

Tel Aviv with religious-conservative Jerusalem erases the secular spatio-temporal 

foundational logic of Zionist ideology. It further entrenches rather than abates the Zionist 

project. What the tourist meetings in Jerusalem fail to convey is the political 

contextualization of Jerusalem as a site of ongoing Palestinian dispossession and death and 

the relation between homo- and transphobia and Israeli occupation. 

After our visit to Jerusalem “An exciting day awaits as we leave Jerusalem, driving 

through the Judean desert towards the shores of the Dead Sea. We’ll drive to Mount Scopus, 

passing by the campus of Hebrew University. We proceed through the new underground 

tunnel through the Judean desert eastwards” (OUT Adventures, Canada). 

As I looked out of my bedroom window in Wadi el Goz the tourist itineraries became 

alive. I could see the Hebrew University on the hills overlooking the Mount of Olives. I could 

see the road that runs in front of the university. As the road lit up in the twilight during a 

dinner with a colleague from alQaws, she said, “wait, that is Road Number One! I didn’t 

                                                        
15 This figure of the Palestinian knife attacker gained prominence during clashes in Jerusalem between 
Palestinians from East Jerusalem and the army in 2015. This trope stuck especially to the body of 
Palestinian teenagers and children. For example in November, one fourteen -year-old and one sixteen -
year-old girl allegedly tried to stab someone with a pair of school scissors at a market in West Jerusalem. 
They were both shot by Israeli bystanders. The sixteen-year-old, Hadeel Awwad died on the spot.  
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know you could see it from here.” I knew that particular road, but I was not aware of the fact 

that it ran right behind my own house. Road No. One is a notorious road that connects 

Jerusalem to illegal Israeli settlements, such as Ma’ale Adumim and the Dead Sea in the 

West Bank. The road runs along the Hebrew University campus to an underground tunnel 

(supposedly to redirect traffic)16 and cuts through Palestinian towns and villages in the West 

Bank. This road is part of a larger network of segregated and controlled roads and 

underpasses filled with checkpoints and roadblocks. The most notorious is perhaps Road 

443, which is an Israeli-only road, also known as “Apartheid road.” Road No. One is a limited-

access road that cuts through Palestinian lands and towns, and segregates Palestinian 

communities (B’t Selem 2001; Visualizing Palestine 2012). Different itineraries with visits to 

the Dead Sea use this road. The Hebrew University itself cuts through the occupied Al-

Issawiya neighborhood, which, during my stay in Jerusalem, experienced an intensification 

of daily military invasions and illegal home demolitions in retaliation of (alleged) stabbing 

incidents. Some Palestinian students mentioned that the university’s location is mobilized to 

further occupation, displacement, surveillance, and settlement in East Jerusalem. 

A lot of tour operators offer “adventurous” trips to the Occupied Golan Heights. The 

Golan Heights is officially occupied territory that Israel conquered from Syria in 1967. A 

collection of itineraries mentions the Israeli-Syrian border and the one-sided history of that 

border. Gay Camel Tours (Israel) takes their visitors nearby the Syrian border: “While driving 

along the Golan Heights, we will be able to talk about the history of this area, until we reach 

Mount Bental. There we will have a panoramic view of the border in the east, while talking 

about the Yom Kippur war” (Gay Camel Tours). The itinerary continues with a reference to 

ancient Judaic history: “We will take a short hike to the amazing archeological excavations 

of the ancient town of Dan (more than 2700 years old), where we will connect the Biblical 

events to the exposed ruins.” By connecting Israel’s settler presence in the Golan to ancient 

Biblical history these tourist itineraries follow a common Zionist trope of ignoring the 

historic and contemporary presence of Arabs, and in this case, Israel’s occupation of Syrian 

territory. It normalizes Israel’s illegal presence in the Golan by generating a narrative of 

historical justification. Another tour operator, Out Adventures (Canada) in collaboration with 

Happy Gay Tourism also travels to the Golan: “This afternoon we visit one of the plateaus of 

Golan Heights offering a spectacular panoramic view of Syria, Lebanon, and Northeastern 

Israel … This is also a good place to understand the problematic border between Israel and 

                                                        
16 The tunnel is built beneath Palestinian neighborhoods to avoid passage through them. 
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Syria.” The history of war and violence, and the internationally condemned Israeli 

occupation of the Golan remain unknown to the tourist.  

After our history lesson, we depart on a wine tour. In its 2011 report “Forbidden Fruits: 

the Israeli Wine Industry and the Occupation,” Who Profits,17 reveals how Israel’s wine 

industry includes wineries located in officially recognized occupied territories (Who Profits 

2011). The wineries in the Golan are part of a long list of settlement businesses considered 

illegal under International Law. Out Adventures writes: “Today, Israeli wine is world-

renowned with a highly efficient operation and the small, independent wineries retain a 

romantic, pioneering spirit.” “Small,” “independent,” and “pioneering” are key words in the 

Zionist narrative. Israel is a “small and independent nation” created by “brave pioneers” 

(Project Interchange 2011),18 which are recurring buzzwords in Brand Israel commercials 

and pinkwashing websites such as Size Doesn’t Matter – a sexualized pun that refers to the 

phallus and to Israel as a small independent nation with large aspirations. But, as Edward 

Said reminds us, “Zionism was all foregrounding: everything else was background, and it 

had to be subdued, suppressed, lowered in order that the foreground if cultural achievement 

could appear as ‘civilizing pioneer work’” (“Zionism” 35). While the pioneering work required 

for the creation of Israel was far from romantic, the myth of “a land without a people, for a 

people without a land” is integral to the tourist itinerary in which the pioneering spirit is 

something that needs to be retained and fetishized. It is something of the past that should 

be revived, restaged, and romanticized in the present. But instead of relating that past to 

early Zionist colonial settling, the tourist’s historical radar is set on Biblical history. The 

success of the pioneer narrative is also related to histories of European and American 

settling and pioneering. It not only functions within imaginaries and histories of white 

settling in the Americas and the Pacific, but also within European exploration narratives, 

especially to the Middle East. Such a slippage constitutes a deliberate with-ness with 

imperial and colonial projects. Besides negating Israel’s occupation of the Golan, and by 

employing common Zionist tropes, these travel narratives provide a particular image of 

history from a Zionist perspective.  

Lambda Tours, New Isropa, HEBRO, and OutStanding Travel take us to Bethlehem 

without mentioning anything about the fact that it is a Palestinian city in the West Bank. On 

the tourist itinerary for New Isropa (Netherlands) it states “Attentie: Uw joodse gids mag niet 

mee naar binnen” (“Attention: Your Jewish guide cannot accompany you inside”). What this 

                                                        
17 Who Profits is an NGO that researches company accountability and Israel’s settler industry. 
18 See, for example, the promotion video “Is This Really the Israel You Know? Israel as a House” by the 
Zionist group Project Interchange. 
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reference obscures is that the prohibition to enter Bethlehem’s Area A (Palestinian Authority 

controlled areas in the West Bank) only concerns Israeli citizens and has nothing to do with 

being Jewish. Any Jewish person not carrying an Israeli passport can enter Area A, and even 

some Israeli anti-occupation activists do. Israelis entering Area A are subject to penalty 

under Israeli law rather than the Palestinian/Arab hostility that the itinerary seems to 

assume. The presence of this Israeli law also obscures the large settler presence around 

Area A and the ways in which settlers, accompanied by hordes of Israeli army soldiers, often 

enter Area A in order to visit “holy Jewish sites” that are located, for example, in the 

Palestinian cities of Nablus and Khalil (Hebron).19 Bethlehem even constitutes an exception 

to this Israeli law, which is displayed on large red signs at checkpoints in the West Bank. 

The Oslo Accords made an exception for Israeli tour guides who give tours in Bethlehem. 

Officially this would also apply to Palestinian tour guides with a West Bank ID who wish to 

give tours in Israel. However, the latter has not been implemented. Many Israeli tours cater 

to tourists with (historically) Christian backgrounds and Bethlehem is one of the epicenters 

of Christianity. In fact, Palestinians lose millions in tourism income because of this 

exception.20 Israeli tour guides arrive on buses with their groups, enter the Church of the 

Nativity, and return to Israel. They do not interact with Palestinians, shop at their stores, eat 

at their restaurants, or stay in their hostels and hotels in and around Bethlehem. The Israeli 

control over Bethlehem’s tourism industry pursues economic death by suffocation.21 It 

quashes the already limited tourism infrastructure in Palestine in an even further 

suppressed economy due to the occupation in the first place.22 Tourists are not subject to 

the harassment at the Jerusalem-Bethlehem checkpoint that Palestinians with permits or 

Israeli passports are. The geopolitical context of settler colonial occupation during trips to 

the Dead Sea, the Golan Heights, and Bethlehem remains obscured even though the tourists 

travel through and inside Occupied Territories. The entanglement between military, 

occupation, and the gay tourist industry is either romanticized or erased as it further 

entrenches the dependency of the tourism industry on Israel’s military industrial complex. 

                                                        
19 I am referring here to the case of Yosef’s tomb in Nablus and the Ibrahimi Mosque in Hebron. 
20 I want to thank PACBI coordinator Ziyaad Lunat and Ryvka Barnard from the War on Want Campaign for 
pointing this out to me. 
21 Tour guides in Jordan also complain about Israeli-organized tours to Petra and Aqaba. Jordanian tour 
guides complain how Israeli guides feed their tourists negative images of Arabs and the Arab world weeks 
on end, and tell tourists not to shop in Jordan because their products are inauthentic, Chinese replicas 
(Buda, d’Hauteserre, and Johnston 2014). 
22 While I do not wish to place any tourism industry in a positive light, in the context of Israel’s settler 
colonial economic stranglehold on Palestinian lives, tourism forms one of the very few economic 
opportunities for West Bank Palestinians, albeit a limited one. 



 
Zionist Itineraries               88 

Obviously, my reading of Israeli gay tourist itineraries seeks to performatively 

intervene in the negation of the erasure of Palestine by foregrounding an alternative 

sight/site from which to comprehend the different localities and routes on gay tourist 

itineraries. I am aware that presenting a comprehensive image of social complexities 

anywhere drives no commercial tourist itinerary. Yet, an intervention in dominant modalities 

of narrating Israel does reveal more about the entanglements of gay tourism with the 

contemporary construction of the settler state and shows that tourism is anything but a 

neutral and merely profit-oriented industry. 

The itineraries described above present Israel as a place of homecoming, pilgrimage, 

pioneering, and consumption for some gays. They utilize Zionist and masculinized tropes 

and narratives of the land and its inhabitants. Israel becomes a place of leisure and 

hospitality. Unlike the residents of Gaza, Occupied Jerusalem, and the West Bank, the gay 

tourist can move freely. Especially the obscured routes and locations through the Occupied 

West Bank, East Jerusalem and the Golan give the impression that there is freedom of 

movement in Israel and that the roadblocks, checkpoints, Israeli-only roads, and the 

Apartheid Wall are put in place to ensure the tourist’s “freedom of movement.”  

While the itineraries frame “gayness” as global, mobile, and desirable, they 

simultaneously obscure Palestinian (queer) communities and erase other sexual and gender 

articulations. These itineraries both disavow and prescribe who has the right papers and 

body to travel. Zionist border and identity politics limit who can become a gay tourist in the 

first place. The itineraries strengthen a status quo that reduces geopolitics to a mere 

footnote within Israel’s infinite landscape of leisure, spiritual mysteries, and consumption.  

Gay tourist itineraries are therefore not innocent. They constitute settler colonial 

bordering practices, which are both arbitrary and strategic. Gay tourism consolidates and re-

imagines settler colonial borders both internal and external to the settler colonial state. Such 

practices extend from geographic and imaginary colonial borders to racial-sexual 

boundaries between the bodies themselves. Furthermore, Israeli gay tourism narratives and 

imaginaries construct particular bodily tropes where the masculine gaze of the tourist and 

the Zionist gaze of the gay local meet in complex and contentious ways.     

3.3 Gay Locals, Gay Tourists, and The Queer Native  

 

In 2013, Ofakim Travel Company together with renowned Israeli photographer Ronen 

Akerman launched their glossy book The Israelis. The book was composed of pictures of 

forty-two Israeli men in different settings around the country. Ofakim aimed to distribute the 



 
Zionist Itineraries               89 

book at international gay tourism expos around the world to appeal to gay male tourists 

(Hod 2013). Manager at Ofakim, Israel Rodrigue states “Israeli men are our biggest natural 

resource when it comes to gay tourism … We have a nice mixture of all different ethnicities, 

which makes for a good-looking combo” (Hod 2013). One of the most striking images in the 

book is that of a naked, muscular Israeli man carrying a wooden crate of tomatoes to cover 

his genitals (see figure 3). He is standing in front of the sunrise on an empty and ready-to-be-

cultivated plot of land. The image evokes Zionist photography of muscular Zionist bodies at 

work on an empty land and supports the myth of how Zionists turned the previously “empty” 

desert into arable land and transformed this terra nullius into a Zionist territory.  

 

Figure 3 

Pride Tours shows an image on their website of two uniformed men walking hand-in-hand 

on a street in Tel Aviv, each with a purple and blue beret on their left shoulder, and one holds 

a rifle on the other shoulder. The caption states “Ask, tell, and serve!” in an attempt to outdo 

the U.S. with their own LGBT legislation. The photo was officially published by the Israeli 

army spokesperson for pride week in 2012 (see figure 4). Staged photos depicting men in 

Israeli army attire are frequently featured on gay tourism websites and brochures. 

 

Figure 4 
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Outstanding Travel includes a variety of images on their website of topless, muscular, 

bronze Israelis hanging out in luxury resorts or at the beach. One of their images shows four 

men overlooking the Mediterranean and enjoying champagne from a wine cooler with an 

Israeli and a rainbow flag on it (see figure 5).  

 

Figure 5 

One of Israel’s leading promoters of gay parties, Eliad Cohen – his neck always emblazoned 

with a Judaic Chai symbol appropriated from ancient Judaic symbolism to symbolize Israeli 

nationalism – hosts PAPA Parties, an international club tour that promotes Israel abroad. In 

one of its promotional videos, which shows Cohen himself in the middle, three half naked, 

muscular, brown men are slowly veiled in Yemeni Jewish garments as the camera zooms in 

on the Chai symbol around Cohen’s necks (see figure 6). 

 

 

Figure 6 

These images are emblematic of the visual culture of Israel’s gay tourism industry. The 

images that circulate predominantly feature hypermasculinized Mizrahi Jewish men.23 For 

example, Cohen presents himself deliberately as a patriotic Mizrahi gay national who 

                                                        
23 During my research my Palestinian colleagues pointed out to me that most representations of the gay 
Israeli locals use images of Mizrahi men. I did not possess this particular literacy of the body politics in 
this context and would like to thank my colleagues at alQaws for pointing this out to me. 
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transformed from a Special Unit Israeli soldier into a gay party mogul. The self-styled 

Jewish-Israeli gay local is strangely reminiscent of Arab-boy fantasies of early twentieth-

century European male travel writers and novelists, except for this hypermasculinized twist 

(Boone 2001). At the same time, these images tie the Israeli gay male body to land through 

their very self-orientalization. This particular representation of Jewish-Israeli gay masculinity 

diverts from the early Zionist lesbigay script I outlined in the first chapter of this project. 

There I discussed how the lesbigay movement strongly relies on earlier Zionist scripts that 

sought to whiten the (Ashkenazi) Jew and turn him into a hypermasculine, defeminized 

Sabra soldier figure. This transformation brought about a form of Jewish-Israeli national 

citizenship constituted by a nativization of the Zionist settler according to European imperial 

masculinist scripts. According to Raz Yosef, the difference between Ashkenazim, Mizrahim 

(Jews of Arab descent), and Arabs within Zionist discourse is reconfigured through 

“whiteness.” He states, “Ashkenazim do not per se represent themselves as ‘whites,’ but as 

people who are gendered, sexualized, and classed. In other words, Ashkenazim are not of a 

certain race or ethnicity, they are just Jews or Israelis” (Yosef 39). Like whites, the Ashkenazi 

remains racially unmarked in Zionist discourse in contrast to Arabs and Arab Jews. 

Furthermore, for Zionism “Ashkenazim were not just Jews … they were part of the Western 

white race, that is to say, they were the human race” (40). According to Yosef, Ashkenazi 

whiteness is “beyond the flesh.” In other words, it cannot be reduced to the body or is 

reducible to white skin. In contrast, Palestinians and Mizrahi Jews are primarily reduced 

within Zionism to their body, hence their race (41). In the case of gay tourism, the gay local, 

who is (un)wittingly orientalized as Mizrahi/brown and masculinized through soldier 

masculinity, is also reduced to the body. In gay tourism, the gay local diverts from earlier 

Zionist scripts that sought to masculinize and whiten the “Jew.” Although the gay Jewish 

local is still muscular and masculinized, he is now also orientalized and sexualized as brown 

to appeal to the orientalist fantasies of the predominantly white tourist industry. Palestinian 

brown bodies are absent from tourist itineraries. Similar to using the Sabra as a visual 

strategy in order to nativize “certain ways of seeing” (Jankovic 125), nativizing the gay settler 

consolidates the disavowal of Palestine. In contrast, the white gay male tourist is never the 

object of desire, nor is he the object of a sexualizing male gaze. His whiteness remains both 

unmarked and unremarkable.  

In gay tourism, the gay local cannot be white. For the gay local the orientalization of 

Jewish gay men through representations of Mizrahi bodies works in tandem with imagining 

the Jewish body as native to the land and it subsequently obscures Palestinian presence 

and history. Israel functions as the focal point for sexualized desire in an unattractive Middle 
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East that can no longer fulfill the orientalist desires of the traveler as in colonial times. The 

relation between gayness, Jewishness, and racialization-sexualization targets specific Euro-

North American audiences through images of embodied otherness ready to be consumed. 

Within Zionism’s body politics the Jewish body is thus either whitened or racialized-

sexualized as brown depending on what best serves Zionist interest. The creation and 

branding of difference are useful tools for Brand Israel in times of heightened Middle East-

phobia. Gay tourism undoes Israel as part of the Middle East and situates it strongly within it 

as something that is always already different.  

Contrary to other “exotic” destinations where local queers need to remain closeted 

and mute in order for the gay tourist economy to thrive (Alexander 94), meetings with local 

LGBT organizers in Israel as part of tourist itineraries give voice to the local who is presented 

as similar to Europeans and Americans who have struggled for gay rights. Or in the words of 

Leon Avigad “we’re cosmopolitan, we’re very Western, European and American, but on the 

other hand we’re very much into the Middle Eastern warmth, and this combination attracts” 

(Montreal Gazette 2012). Within the gay tourist economy, Israel needs to remain firmly 

situated in the Middle East in order to appeal to orientalist fantasies while at the same time, 

Israel’s status as a “liberal democracy” needs to be reconfirmed. Sometimes Israel, 

particularly Tel Aviv, is presented as more progressive than its Euro-North American 

counterparts. Russell Lord states, “What is it like to be gay in Tel Aviv? Well, what is it like to 

be straight in London? The issue is almost non-existent … I’m living in paradise” (Teller 

2009). This staging of Israeli international relations, however, requires Palestinians to remain 

mute. There is a double erasure at play in these campaigns: first the settler role of the gay 

Israeli is rendered invisible and second Palestine and Palestinians are the constitutive 

outsides.  

These representations have three main effects. First, the gay local is reduced to the 

image of the hypermasculinized Mizrahi gay man in order to nativize the settler using 

orientalist tropes. Second, orientalizing the gay Israeli local allows the Euro-American white 

self-image to remain intact, because the “Jew” remains the other to Europe, although Israel 

needs to represent itself as European in order to retain Euro-North American support. The 

construction of Jewish-Israeliness within gay tourism contains a specific anti-Semitic 

undertone: “the Jew” cannot be white, because then he would be too much like the Euro-

American white gay male self-image, thereby contradicting Europe’s secular-Christian white 

self-image in which “the Jew” is always already other.  

Third, sexualizing, racializing, exoticizing, and orientalizing the gay Israeli draws on 

historical desires already present in the gay tourist. Again, I am reminded of travel writing by 
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European male authors about sexually accessible boys in the Middle East. Lastly, and most 

importantly, these representations rely on Palestinians as the constitutive outside of the gay 

tourist industry: if they cannot be orientals they are nowhere. The nativization of the gay 

settler renders the (queer) native invisible, whereas they are still present in their abject form 

within pinkwashing scripts. The dynamic between local and tourist corresponds to familiar 

colonial and orientalist agendas. In the case of Israel, however, the local is also the settler, 

which constitutes an entrenchment and mystification of the settler colonial dynamic, in 

which the tourist and the local partake, are contingent upon, and repurpose former (settler) 

colonial itineraries, hierarchies, and orientalist narratives of the Middle East. This 

relationship can only be successful when the “other” native, the Palestinian, and specifically 

the native queer Palestinian, remains invisible and mute. 

Whereas pinkwashing continues to function through and as a form of contemporary 

Islamophobia and anti-Arab racism, gay tourism uses the orientalization of the gay local to 

appeal to rather than to alienate the tourist. The orientalization of the Jewish-Israeli gay 

nativizes the settler and thereby erases Palestinian bodies from the landscape. The place of 

this nativized settler, however, is Tel Aviv and no longer the desert.  

The travel itineraries here produce a particular sight/site of the land and its 

geopolitical situatedness that depends on former and contemporary Zionist settler colonial 

strategies. The figures produced within this site/sight – the Gay Local, the Gay Tourist, and 

the Invisible Queer Native – reiterate and transform historical and contemporary racial-

sexual tropes of the body in relation to the land and mobility that circulate within Zionist and 

orientalist archives. These figures in turn produce a particular mode of imagining 

Israel/Palestine, which becomes normalized and naturalized over time. Besides an economic 

impetus, gay tourism to Israel has a fundamentally ideological function aimed at further 

entrenching and legitimizing Israel’s settler colonial project. It simultaneously sutures Israel 

to liberal Euro-North American values and, at the same time, transforms it into a last resort 

for the enactment of homoerotic orientalist fantasies. Rather than constituting a liberatory 

site/sight, gay tourism is the very embodiment of a troubled vision of/for Israel/Palestine.  

The trajectory of Israel’s lesbigay movement, Brand Israel’s pinkwashing project, and 

its further consolidation through a gay tourist industry shape the very affective, economic, 

ideological, and political responses to the ongoing catastrophe of Palestine. In Scott’s 

terms, they limit the very possibility of political action and the political imagination in the 

present (Scott Omens). In the following chapters, I scrutinize the conditions of possibility for 

responding to Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques that have emerged from Palestinian 

queer activist groups for over a decade. I want to draw attention to how certain work is made 
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theoretically illegible through the idiom of critique presently available and seek to find ways 

in which to foreground these sources of critique. Central to the next part of this dissertation 

is the question: How to listen differently to Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques? Such a 

question requires not only an understanding of the context in which these critiques emerge, 

as I have demonstrated in the first three chapters, but it also presents challenges to the 

different modalities through which responses to Palestinian queer critiques operate.  
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Chapter Four: Towards Other Scenes of Speaking: Listening to 
Palestinian Anticolonia l-Queer Critique 

The present itself is but a moment of vision – vision of the freedom not yet to come.  
- Achille Mbembe  

 

The first public call for solidarity with Palestinians that Palestinian Queers for Boycott 

Divestment and Sanctions (PQBDS) published in 2010, asks communities around the globe 

to support the Palestinian civil society movement for Boycott Divestment and Sanctions.  

A central question that emerges from this call is how to respond to it. And, how does 

such a question pertain to the conditions of possibility for conceiving of responses to 

injustice and its alleviation? What visions of freedom not yet to come do such responses 

enable and/or foreclose? Here I deliberately mistranslate Mbembe’s discussion of the 

Palestine suicide bomber who finds freedom and resistance only in death as the “space 

where freedom and negation operate” (39). While I take the conditions of necropower as they 

operate in the settler colonial context seriously, the vision of freedom not yet to come that I 

draw attention to here looks to other conditions of possibility for apprehending the future 

under the conditions of necropower. Such visions draw attention to the persistence of life 

under conditions of social death that incessantly live another notion of “temporality and 

politics” (39) where death is not the only means to attain freedom. I ask, what forms of 

response take shape under conditions of settler colonialism that exceed the existing 

temporalities of politics and of struggle for responding in the first place? 

Much has been said and written about Israel’s pinkwashing campaign and the 

violence it endorses and engenders. Yet, much is still left unsaid about Palestinian queer 

anticolonial modes of engagement that endure under Israeli settler colonialism. This chapter 

explores responses to PQBDS’s call. What becomes audible as a Palestinian queer critique? 

What does this demand of the listener? And, what other scenes of speaking become visible 

by engaging with Palestinian queer activism?  

My attention to the theatrical metaphor of the scene attempts to understand the 

spatio-temporal scripts through which (non)engagements with Israel/Palestine operate. 

Such scenes of speaking insinuate different modalities, spatialities, and temporalities of 

engagement. Pointing to the scene of speaking allows me to be attentive to the very terrain 

of struggle as a geographic and temporal constellation. Although I am talking about 

“scenes,” it doesn’t mean they are always already performative: the speech act can be 

infelicitous. In other words, the scenes of speaking generated by the Palestinian queer 
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movement cannot always hold what they promise. The fact that the promise is not held, does 

not take away from the presence of the scene itself and the visions it espouses, however 

ephemeral. These scenes are also not necessarily organized or organizable into a classic 

chronological script. Nor do they always take shape in the form of the audible and the 

verbal; they also take on the form of silence and refusal. In her article “Hegemonic Listening, 

Subversive Silence: Ethical Political Imperatives” (2012), Dhawan unsettles the imperative to 

speak as a necessary means of emancipation, and draws attention to spatio-temporalities in 

which silence becomes a mode of engagement. She also looks at what she calls “hegemonic 

listening” and the ways in which this draws on readily available modes of recognition that 

determine what can be heard, felt, read, and seen (“Hegemonic”). 

Tending to different scenes of speaking demands an engagement from the listener 

that is not caught within hegemonic scenes of listening and address. It also demands 

attentiveness to the idiom of Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique and to the visions of 

freedom not yet to come, which are persistently imagined and enacted within the space of 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer activism. Spivak undertook the question of the listener in her 

work on the subaltern. The question of the subaltern, as understood by Spivak, subsequently 

demands an engagement with issues of representation and subjectivity. Rather than 

suggesting that Spivak’s provocative question “can the subaltern speak?” is about the voice 

of the subaltern – a common misreading of her work – the question places a demand on the 

listener. According to Spivak one cannot claim to speak from a subaltern position. This does 

not mean that the subaltern does not speak (another misreading), but rather that we (those 

with access to lines of social mobility) refuse to listen (Spivak, A Critique, History Chapter). 

She states in an interview in The Postcolonial Critic:  

 
For me, the question ‘who should speak?’ is less crucial than ‘who will listen?’ ‘I will 
speak for myself as a Third World person’ is an important position for political 
mobilization today. But the real demand is that, when I speak from that position, I 
should be listened to seriously; not with that kind of benevolent imperialism, really, 
which simply says that because I happen to be an Indian or whatever. (Postcolonial 
Critic 59-60) 
 

Although Palestinian queer activists have gained access to certain forms of social mobility 

due to the popularization of anti-pinkwashing activism in the Global North, the questions 

whether “we” (will) listen, and who that “we” is, remains unresolved. They continue to 

encounter different(ial) modes of intransigence to their calls for justice, or responses that do 

not alter the scene of speaking, even when they come from groups and individuals that 
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express support for their cause. The case of Palestine complicates Spivak’s question of the 

subaltern. Despite certain Palestinian queer activists’ access to limited forms of social 

mobility, the (in)audibility of their critique is a contentious site. 

What other modes of responding and listening become possible by attuning to the 

scenes of speaking created by Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique? In this chapter, I 

engage with differential modes of intransigence Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques 

encounter. Chapter Five presents an analysis of how Palestinian critiques engage the 

discourse of gay rights, and in Chapter Six, I continue to look more closely at how 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique takes shape through the very multiplication of the 

“politics of address” (Al-Kassim On Pain) and the construction of more “humanly workable 

geographies” (McKittrick Demonic).  

In her study of literary rants of queer and anticolonial modernist authors, such as 

Oscar Wilde and Abdelwahhab Meddeb, which constitute a different mode of address, Al-

Kassim explores what she calls the “politics of address” and the ways in which the literary 

rant – a practice rather than a genre – does not necessarily engage in “speaking truth to 

power,” parrhesia, or the constitution of a counter-discourse, but rather acts as a rebellious 

speech act that through speaking/writing constructs “the law it seeks to rebuke” (Al-Kassim 

34). Ranting addresses through “the practice of contestation … also constructs its 

‘addressee’ by multiplying the field of address. Through the conceit of a direct address to the 

law that subjugates, the rant shows publicly the symbolic law that orders it while the literary 

rant draws the witness into complicity or violently denounces the reader” (9). By not only 

attending to what Palestinian queer groups say in their writings, but also to how they say it, 

in other words, to attempt to “hear [them] in the idiom in which [they] are speaking” (Scott, 

Stuart 45; emphasis added), I engage with the question of listening differently as a call for 

call for transformative justice. The effort is to not reiterate a kind of benevolent imperialism, 

or to critically “assess” the merits of Palestinian anticolonial-queer discourse, but to attune 

to what emerges within the space of Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques. 

 

4.1 Pinkwashing/Anti-Pinkwashing: An Impasse?  

 
Politics is asymmetrical, it is provisional, you have broken the theory, and 

that’s the burden you carry when you become political.  
- Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 

 

At the Pinkwashing and Homonationalism conference at the City University New York (NYC) 

in 2013, alQaws founder Maikey asked: “Are we in solidarity with Palestine, or are we in 
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solidarity with the queers in Palestine?” (“The Road”). The question provocatively stages the 

rule it then continues to rebuke while directly engaging its audience as an addressee. 

Maikey’s question was posed to an audience of hundreds of scholars and activists working 

on pinkwashing and homonationalism and alludes to the ways in which anti-pinkwashing 

solidarity activists and scholars orient their engagements towards Palestinian queers, rather 

than Palestine as a settler colonial context. She pointed attention to the geopolitical 

situatedness of these solidarities themselves. Constituting a temporarily different scene of 

speaking within the pre-established scene at this academic conference, Maikey draws her 

audience into complicity. Her “rant” about the incessant failure to listen carefully to what 

she has to say draws attention to “a fantasy of addressing the social order that denies the 

rights of speech to the speaking subject but simultaneously demands incessant 

communication” (Al-Kassim 9; emphasis added). This is not only true of the settler colonial 

context of Israel/Palestine, where the figure of the Palestinian queer functions as a 

constitutive outside, but it also applies to transnational circuits of queer scholarship and 

activism. Although Maikey’s invitation to present a keynote lecture appears to provide a 

platform for her words, the invitation also constitutes a demand for “incessant 

communication.” In other words, it reveals the audience’s incessant demand for the right to 

“hear.” Her voice attests to “a voice foreclosed in the public spaces of its circulation yet still 

resounding” (9). Maikey’s “right to speak” does not necessarily render her speech legible. In 

the scene of address, Maikey’s question as rebellious speech act, addresses both “comrades 

and enemies” (7), and draws attention to different(ial) modes of intransigence at work within 

the audience’s sense of entitlement to the right to hear. Al-Kassim describes how such a 

tactic might constitute “the opening for a different iteration of known styles and familiar 

words; the moment the text is inflected with the babbling that it rejects becomes by that 

same capitulation the moment when a new intelligibility may be registered” (7). 

Maikey’s question urges the audience to imagine different ways of listening to 

Palestinian queer critiques and of responding to injustices against Palestinians. Such 

responses cannot be limited to Palestinian queers and do not reenact a relation between 

Palestinian queers and transnational activists and scholars that is characterized by imperial 

benevolence and a missionary impulse, or by indulging in critique without nurturing a 

practice of listening. By drawing attention to the need to “listen differently,” her question 

corresponds to Scott’s contrast between “listening selves” and “critical selves.” In his letters 

to Stuart Hall, Scott suggests that “the two are not, necessarily, synonymous or even 

adjacent – that listening selves may not be critical, in any of the standard senses of that 

modern term, and that critical selves are very often not listening selves at all” (Scott, Stuart 
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50). Drawing attention to the question of how to hear when there is not necessarily an 

understanding yet, Scott argues for the cultivation of a listening self that entails “reciprocal 

listening responsiveness” (43) in his case, of the academic. He positions “the virtues of 

listening against the persistent deafness at work in much contemporary critical practice 

preoccupied as it is with its powers of pronouncement and argument” (27). In conjunction to 

my attempts at writing with the Palestinian queer movement, Scott proposes, “thinking with 

listening may open us towards novel possibilities of being and acting” (27; emphasis added). 

He proposes that, 

 
a listening self is one that practices a style of intellectual being animated by the 
dialogical ethos of voice. A listening self is one that cultivates an intellectual habitus 
of voice driven less by the acquisition of more and better apparatuses of critique, less 
by doxas underpinned by metaphysics, than by a mobile responsiveness to 
marginalization and exclusion and by the moral-political prospect of being not only 
expressively but also receptively present to others. (27) 
 

Similarly, Talal Asad warns against superimposing intellectual critique onto the politics on 

the ground. He writes, “[E]very critical discourse has institutional conditions that define 

what it is, who it recognizes, what it aims at, what it is destroying and why” (Asad 55). Asad 

provocatively alerts us that, “conquest might be critique’s primary function” (Asad 139). 

Maikey’s “rant” invites a different modality of listening that exceeds the idiom of critique as 

a possibility of imagining a “freedom not yet to come,” while at the same time showing the 

limit(ations) of present modalities of engagement. 

A particular strand of anti-pinkwashing activism was hailed as the new salvation of 

what Sarah Schulman coined “the queer international” – a supposed radical counter-

discourse to Massad’s Gay International – that attempts to make Palestine more appealing 

to queer people and the queer movement more appealing to Palestinian liberation and 

solidarity activism. Her book Israel/Palestine and the Queer International departs from the 

unacknowledged assumption of same-sex solidarity that provides a platform from which a 

Palestinian queer struggle can be articulated and imagined within the U.S.. Schulman 

hereby consolidates queerness as a politics of identity based on a rekindling of same-sex 

solidarity that seems to be void of power dynamics, and thus falls into the trap of tokenizing 

and romanticizing a particular version of “the queer Palestinian” as the new object of 

affection for the Queer International (Schulman 2012). She also makes Palestinian liberation 

a question of U.S.-Palestinian queer solidarity, which she positions as the main terrain of 

struggle. Such a position further entrenches North-South hierarchies and bypasses the 
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opportunity for South-to-South alliances.1 In response to such propositions, Lynn Darwich 

and Haneen Maikey are concerned that the attempt to “add a little ‘gayness’ to Palestine 

solidarity work” and a bit of Palestine solidarity to LGBT movements the conditions of 

possibility for anti-pinkwashing activism simply further a binary understanding of LGBT and 

Palestine solidarity activism rather than provide “a radically transformative strategy” 

(Darwich and Maikey 282). 

Jasbir Puar and Maya Mikdashi also critique such a position by arguing, “in fact, we 

note that many of the same assumptions that animate discourses of pinkwashing are 

unwittingly and sometimes intentionally reproduced in pinkwatching [anti-pinkwashing] 

efforts to challenge the basis of pinkwashing” (“Pinkwatching”). Where pinkwashing seeks 

to recruit liberal and right-wing support for the Israeli state by inviting us into its gay friendly 

nation, some forms of anti-pinkwashing activism draw on similar models of orientation to 

urge us to do the exact opposite. Jason Ritchie points out how the queer call for BDS quickly 

became a struggle of who the “good” and “bad” queers are in the metropolis. He claims 

“debates over pinkwashing in Western gay metropolises have less to do with actual 

instances of pinkwashing than with struggles over the nature of queerness in the context of 

neoliberalism and the War on Terror” (Ritchie, “Pinkwashing” 5).2 Perhaps unfortunately, 

Puar and Mikdashi’s Jadaliyya publication “Pinkwatching and Pinkwashing: Interpretation 

and its Discontents” (2012) is exemplary of reifying of the western metropolis as the center 

of struggle. Their critique operates by employing similar discursive and temporal modalities, 

even as it seeks to critique the failures of anti-pinkwashing activism in the Global North. This 

leads me to ask how the existing terms of engagement shape responses to PQBDS’s call 

and produce a particular incitement to discourse on anti-pinkwashing and Israel/Palestine? 

The 2013 Jadaliyya debate between Puar and Mikdashi and Heike Schotten and 

Haneen Maikey marked a significant period within anti-pinkwashing organizing. It 

destabilized and interrupted orientations for solidarity with Palestine in North America and 

                                                        
1 By no means do I seek to discredit Schulman’s invaluable work in providing the infrastructure and 
support for a college-tour for Palestinian queer activists in 2011, and for organizing and defending the 
Homonationalism and Pinkwashing Conference in 2013 against all odds. As an example of a particular 
kind of solidarity, Schulman’s book also helped refine the discourse and understand the pitfalls of 
transnational queer coalitions. It offers a valuable starting point from which to grow and rearrange/reorient 
the directions of our solidarities. 
2 Ritchie’s article focuses on the ban of the pro-Palestinian queer group Siege Busters from the NYC Gay 
and Lesbian Center. They had planned to organize a party at the center for Israeli Apartheid Week. After 
receiving pressure from its donors, instantiated by the Russian-Israeli-American gay porn producer 
Michael Lucas, (queer) Palestine solidarity organizing was banned from the Center for the following two 
years. This event, along with others, divided North American LGBTQ communities. 
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was followed by an impasse and disillusionment in anti-pinkwashing organizing.3 What were 

the conditions that led to this impasse and what kind of contestations and analytical 

challenges emerged that go beyond it?  

Puar and Mikdashi criticize the state of anti-pinkwashing activism [in the U.S.] for 

operating in accordance with, rather than in resistance to, pinkwashing’s liberal progress 

narratives, single-issue identity politics, and homonationalism. In their view, these liberal 

progress narratives are at the basis of contemporary neoliberalism, “the war on terror,” and 

U.S. and Israeli settler colonialisms. They urge U.S. activists to broaden their work to include 

larger analyses of settler colonial violence both in Israel/Palestine and in the U.S./Turtle 

Island.  

Their article led to contestations within both transnational and Palestinian queer 

activist circles. In their response to Puar and Mikdashi, Maikey and Schotten (in 

collaboration with Palestinian queer and transnational activists4) write: 

 

We fully appreciate the importance of self-critique, especially for activist movements. 
However, we think Puar and Mikdashi lean rather too heavily on the conceptual 
framework of homonationalism in their analysis of pinkwatching, making it do more 
work than it can bear. This overreliance on homonationalism obscures specific, 
politically relevant features of pinkwatching activism that are particular to Palestine 
and Palestine solidarity work. Moreover, we believe the author’s self-exemptions from 
activist struggle pushes their criticism dangerously close to a rehearsal of academic 
critique at the expense of contributing to movement building. (Maikey and Schotten 
“Queers Resisting”) 
 

In the above quote they implicitly allude to the timing of Puar and Mikdashi’s publication. By 

publicly critiquing what is, in their view, a rather monolithic U.S. anti-pinkwashing 

movement, they enhance the vulnerability of an already vulnerable claim: to support the 

Palestinian queer call for BDS. Maikey and Schotten urge Puar and Mikdashi to understand 

anti-pinkwashing as part of a broader struggle against Zionist settler colonialism without 

reducing Palestinian queer analyses of pinkwashing to a struggle against homonationalism, 

or “settler homonationalism” (Morgensen 2011). They write: 

 

                                                        
3 By no means do I want to say that there was no more anti-pinkwashing organizing after that debate, 
Palestinian queer groups in Palestine continued to gain a lot of momentum within Palestine on which they 
continue to build on that today. In 2012, right after the Jadaliyya debate, Palestinian queer and 
transnational solidarity activists came together for the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre, Brazil. And, 
since 2016, Palestinian queer activists have been leading a successful Boycott TLV Pride Campaign that 
led fourteen filmmakers to cancel their participation at TLVFest 2017 (Pinkwatching Israel 2016, 2017). 
4 I was one of the authors in this collective writing process. 
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In Palestine, pinkwashing is part of the ongoing Nakba. Both Zionism and 
pinkwashing depend on a prior notion of the prior destruction and continued 
negation of Palestine and Palestinian belonging... Zionism must be understood as a 
historically specific, racialized process through which different discourses of 
sexuality emerge that bolster rather than undermine Zionist ideology. (2012) 
 

Within their piece, the authors take issue with the ways in which Palestinian queer struggle 

is leveraged to make a point about homonationalism and implicitly draw attention to the 

dangers of erasing the specificities and differences between U.S. and Zionist settler 

colonialisms in the crafting of comparative solidarities. Discussing the pitfalls of 

comparative work among indigenous communities in Turtle Island and Palestine, 

Palestinian feminist scholar Dana M. Olwan writes: 

 
Assumptive solidarity is romantic— allowing us to imagine allies in unimaginable 
and unlikely spaces and places. It is a form of solidarity that diminishes fears of our 
Others, rendering them same in our minds and hearts. Assumptive solidarity is 
dangerous, as it makes our allies’ causes and forms of resistance appear less foreign, 
less threatening, and less cumbersome. Assumptive solidarity does not move us; it 
moves others to us. It does not transform our relationships with one another or with 
the lands on which we live, nor does it require our sustained, long-term, and wide-
ranging commitments to work that is, at times, difficult, uneasy, and complicated. 
This form of solidarity is comfortable; it is felt affectively but never experienced 
materially, situationally, or historically. While enticing, this form of solidarity does not 
move us closer to those whom we wish to be in alliance with, nor does it directly 
confront or transform the conditions under which we come to encounter one another. 
(Olwan 100) 
 

In a rejoinder to the Maikey and Schotten piece, Puar and Mikdashi write that their critique 

was only aimed at U.S. anti-pinkwashing efforts and that “regional” organizing in the Middle 

East requires its own strategies. They fail to either account for what strategies have already 

emerged from Palestine and the Middle East, the transnational connections among the 

Palestinian diaspora, or for how such strategies might inform and challenge modes of 

solidarity and queer politics that are currently available to activists in North America. Even 

though homonationalism seems to have become a “global condition,” the possibility for 

strategies of organizing in Palestine to respond to such a condition and have a global impact 

is simultaneously foreclosed. They elaborate:  

 
Homonationalism and pinkwashing are not parallel phenomenon, rather pinkwashing 
is one manifestation and practice that is made possible within and because of 
homonationalism. Like modernity, homonationalism can be resisted and re-signified, 
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but not opted out of: we are all conditioned by it and through it. So a more accurate 
read of our argument, rather than accusing us of somehow negating the specificity of 
Palestine, is that we were mapping out the relations between pinkwashing and 
homonationalism, or more precisely, the global conditions of homonationalism that 
make a practice such as Israeli pinkwashing possible and legible in the first place. In 
connecting Israeli pinkwashing to a broader global system of power networks, we 
were not minimizing Palestine, rather demonstrating the myriad of actors that 
converge to enable such a practice. (Puar and Mikdashi “On Positionality;” emphasis 
added) 

 

In her implicit response to this debate, Palestinian queer activist and critic Nayrouz Abu 

Hatoum draws attention to what she calls “the burden of queer Palestinians” (Abu Hatoum 

2013). This burden is not only in responding to an incitement to discourse around 

pinkwashing or becoming a token of the global anti-pinkwashing movement, but is 

especially related to her being called upon to be responsive to “particular academic notions 

as well as processes” that carry a particular genealogy and hegemonic modes of 

engagement that foreclose other scenes of speaking from becoming viable modes of 

engagement. This process sets “an agenda for Palestinian queers living inside Palestine 

(Occupied Palestinian Territories or citizens of the Israeli state); such agenda mainly 

focuses on producing a burden locals should carry through the request to be politicized in 

accordance to the international political standards or discourses” (2013). These pre-

established intellectual trajectories foreclose directions of engagement that do not start with 

North American and European critical intellectual starting points as the main terrain of 

struggle, and thereby disallow other temporal and spatial constellations from taking shape. 

Following, Abu Hatoum’s argument about the ways in which certain analytics and practices 

of critique act as a burden on Palestinian queers that makes their appeals unintelligible, I 

turn to Jean Francois Lyotard’s differend as a productive lens for thinking through the 

Jadaliyya debate.5  

In his analysis of encounters between differently positioned groups or discourses, for 

example, that of the Algerian struggle for independence and liberation from the French 

colonial regime, Lyotard looked at the ways in which victims of injustice get caught up in 

what he calls a “differend;” a situation in which the victim cannot give an account of their 

victimization because the discourse cannot operate within the frame authorized by the law 

and its hegemonic speech acts – so that the wrong done to a victim of injustice is not 

presentable as a wrong. A case of a differend between two parties takes place when the 

                                                        
5 I would like to thank Mireille Rosello for directing me to Lyotard’s work. 
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“‘regulation’ of the conflict that opposes them is done in the idiom of one of the parties while 

the wrong suffered by the other is not signified in that idiom” (Lyotard, The Differend 9). It is 

the case “where a plaintiff is divested of the means to argue and becomes for that reason a 

victim” (9). 

Lyotard does not mean that a victim of injustice cannot speak but that “a universal 

rule of judgment between heterogeneous genres is lacking in general” (xi). In her brief 

discussion of Lyotard’s differend, Spivak quotes “but to recognize what remains to be 

phrased exceeds what they can presently phrase, and that they must be allowed to institute 

idioms that do not yet exist” (quoted in Spivak, Critique 295; emphasis added). Spivak is 

interested in the question of “who” grants the institution of new idioms and how this 

pertains to the question of subjectivity. In other words, what are the structures of 

representation that accompany the quest for new idioms? She rightfully notes, “it is of 

course unthinkable that such an allowance could ever be made or seized for or through the 

agency of nonbourgeois women in British India, as it is unthinkable in globalization in the 

name of feminism today” (295).  

Relatedly, Mahmood implicitly attends to the question of the differend by turning to a 

different scene of speaking where the meaning of what constitutes injustice and its 

alleviation are at stake:6 the Danish Cartoon controversy of 2005, where the popular Danish 

newspaper Jylland published cartoons that depicted and mocked the Prophet Muhammed 

eliciting various responses of pain and outrage across different Muslim communities around 

the globe.7 She points to the ways in which certain forms of Muslim pain and outrage over 

the cartoons remained illegible within responses that circulated during and after the 

controversy on both sides of the divide.8 

Scrutinizing the question of how to respond to injury caused by liberal notions of 

legal redress, Mahmood problematizes resorting to the law to resolve injury and injustice. 

                                                        
6 Although Mahmood neither explicitly engages with Lyotard, nor is she a poststructuralist critic, I turn to 
Lyotard’s concept of the differend to understand what is at stake in Mahmood’s attention to disputes 
around what constitutes injustice and how to alleviate it. 
7 The Danish newspaper Jylland published what is now known as the “Muhammed Cartoons” in 2005. The 
act of depicting the Prophet Muhammad elicited pain and anger within some Muslim communities. 
Mahmood discusses how the debate around the cartoon was centered on questions of religious freedom, 
blasphemy, and freedom of speech. She argues that rather than understanding what caused that injury 
within Muslim communities the debate quickly shifted its focus onto the questions whether the cartoons 
were an act of blasphemy or should be protected under free speech laws. Her contribution focuses on how 
religion and secularism within the controversy appear less incommensurable than they are proposed to 
be. 
8 In the volume Is Critique Secular? Blasphemy, Injury and Free Speech (2009) Talal Asad, Saba Mahmood, 
and Judith Butler discuss responses to the Danish Cartoon controversy in 2009. Each contribution 
approaches in its own way the question of how to attend to the injustices at stake in the cartoon 
controversy.  
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She asks what “ethical and political questions are elided in the immediate resort to the law 

[blasphemy and religious discrimination versus freedom of speech] to resolve the dispute” 

(Mahmood, “Religious Reason” 67)? She understands modern law as the condition of 

possibility upon which some injuries can become intelligible and others remain invisible, or 

more fundamentally, act as the constitutive outside of modern law and the constitution of 

the modern subject. She asks, “what are the conditions of intelligibility in a world where 

identity politics reign and the juridical language of rights dominates” (78)? Resorting to 

modern law or other hegemonic modalities of redress leads to an impoverished 

understanding of issues and restricts our imaginaries to juridical rights and state sanction 

(70).9 Her concerns resonate with Scott’s mourning of other political futurities within the 

liberal state (Scott Omens). According to Mahmood, decentering intransigence to how 

injustice and injury operate within the normative framework of secular modernity “requires 

more than simply critique” (“Reply” 152). She therefore pays attention to what she calls the 

“ethical register of sensible politics” (152). 

Mahmood’s essay is insightful because it attends to “the thick texture and traditions 

of ethical and intersubjective norms that provide the substrate for legal arguments 

(enshrined in the language of public order)” (“Religious Reason” 89). The failure of the law 

to attend to injury is not a problem of epistemology but rather “of the differential of power 

characteristics of minority-majority relations within the context of nation-states” (89). 

Mahmood urges us to understand that secular notions of modernity determine of the ways 

in which injustice gets to operate (Mahmood “Religious Reason;” “Reply;” Religious 

Difference). Secular time, according to Asad, is rooted in teleological progress narratives 

that constitute a particular notion of the modern secular subject as self-critical, secular, and 

liberal, that is, always already in contrast to a religious illiberal subject, which today is 

embodied by the Arab/Muslim. By tracing the genealogy of the constitution of the modern 

subject, he shows how this notion is embedded in a Judeo-Christian epistemology and 

ontology of the subject (Asad 2009).10 Destabilizing this naturalized notion of time, Mahmood 

                                                        
9 Within secular liberal democracy, the law relies on a fundamental contradiction. It rests on the premise 
that “everyone is equal before the law,” and that same law is “aimed to maintain public order dependent 
on concerns and attitudes of the majority population” (86-87). This fundamental contradiction requires 
“the normative disposition of secular-liberal law to majority culture as constitutive of jurisprudential 
position” (87). In Israel this very relationship is scripted into its Basic Laws (see Chapter One). 

10 The hyphen that connects Judaism and Christianity in the pair Judeo-Christian serves as a structure of 
violence within liberal modernity and is less self-evident than we would like to imagine. In her lecture at 
UC Davis “Orientalist Genealogies: The Split Arab/Jew Figure Revisited,” on 19 January 2017, Ella Shohat 
brought attention to the way in which nineteenth-century colonial influences and orientalist depictions of 
the Middle East constituted a split between the figure of the Arab-Muslim and the Arab-Jew, who were 
already considered enemies of Christian Europe since the fall of Al Andaluz in 1492, and have since 
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asks, “how might we rethink the dominant conception of time—as empty, homogenous, and 

unbounded, one so germane to our conception of history—in light of other ways of relating 

to and experiencing time that also suffuse modern life” (91)? 

Her essay shows a differend at work and, more importantly, attempts to provide a 

different starting point for thinking through the differend as not only operating on the level of 

idiom, but through the very affective, temporal, and relational attachments we have to 

systems of litigation. Mahmood implicitly shows the limits of Lyotard’s insistence on the 

differend as principally a linguistic phenomenon. By not only attending to injury as a 

linguistic but also as a moral, temporal, and affective structure, Mahmood draws attention to 

what further shapes idiom and demands a different attunement. Lyotard’s insistence on the 

need to craft new genres does not attend to what happens when the victim of injustice 

simultaneously deploys the language of the system of litigation, but her material and 

affective embodiment and subjectivity remain illegible to that very system, thereby 

foreclosing the possibilities of imaging, in Mbembe’s words, a “vision of a freedom not yet to 

come.” Such a foreclosure is as much a matter of epistemology as it is of temporality and 

power.  

Even if the victim of an injustice deploys the language of judgment within liberal 

progress narratives, this does not necessitate her becoming audible/intelligible to that 

system but rather consolidates the idioms through which that system obtained its 

legitimacy. Perhaps we could say that the system of litigation takes shape through the 

repeated disavowal of the victim of injustice. The discursive practices of liberalism allow for 

certain temporalities and spatialities of struggle to become audible, while rendering others 

unintelligible.  

The concerns raised by Mahmood are similar to those raised by Puar and Mikdashi in 

that they seek to challenge the ways in which certain ideals and values circulate to secure 

the ascendency of the white modern subject to the detriment of entire populations. 

Mahmood’s analysis, however, pushes beyond a critique of discursive practices of 

modernity, the constitution of the modern subject, and identity politics. She seeks to 

destabilize the very modalities in which critique operates. Mahmood and Asad’s attention to 

the temporality and idiom of critique allows a different way to approach the Jadaliyya 

debate. 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
morphed into contemporary discourses on the Arab and the Jew as eternal enemies. Contemporary 
popular imaginaries uphold a distinction between Islam and Judeo-Christian spheres of life. However, 
according to Shohat, such a dichotomy is a Christian fantasy dependent on a “tour de force reconstruction 
of [post-Enlightenment] history” that separated the figure of the Jew from the figure of the Arab, which 
were previously thought together and as distinct from Europe’s Christian self. 



 
Towards Other Scenes of Speaking  

107 

Puar and Mikdashi’s article instigated a crisis in anti-pinkwashing orientations that, 

according to scholar and Queers Against Israeli Apartheid Toronto co-founder Natalie Kouri-

Towe, “destabilized the parameters of solidarity without generating a framework where 

activists attachments could be renegotiated” (Kouri-Towe 63).11 The queer Palestine 

solidarity movement in North America has been at an impasse ever since the Jadaliyya 

debate critiqued the failure of U.S.-based anti-pinkwashing activists to engage in a more 

meaningful interrogation of settler colonialism and homonationalism both at home and 

abroad.12 This draws attention to the precarity of activist attachments and the question of 

“who” is responding to PQBDS’s call for justice and what kind of global power relations 

does this (perhaps unwittingly) (re)enact. 

By reading the Jadaliyya debate as a differend, I seek to point out sites of 

incommensurability between U.S. anti-pinkwashing efforts (radical and liberal) and 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques that brought about an impasse in transnational 

responses to pinkwashing. I argue that thinking through these incommensurable sites as 

different scenes of speaking opens up another way of attuning that foregrounds other 

possibilities for responding to Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques. Such a different 

attunement pays attention to the ways in which responses to injustice are (re)negotiated and 

does not assume that critique takes the center stage within such (re)negotiations. I argue 

that we need to turn to the question of different scenes of speaking that operate alongside 

Puar and Mikdashi’s critique and the differential power dynamics and temporalities of 

critique at play. In doing so, I respond to Maikey and Schotten’s challenge to think beyond 

the analytic of homonationalism in order to attend to the violence of the Zionist settler 

colonial state as a starting point from which to articulate responses to PQBDS’s call.  

Puar’s critique of homonationalism has become the dominant critical mode for 

challenging the relationship between sexual politics and the state. Her analytic of 

homonationalism addresses particular sites of violence emerging from the contemporary 

                                                        
11 In her discussion of the Jadaliyya debate, Natalie Kouri-Towe argues it revealed the ways in which 
neoliberalism and homonationalism leave little to no room for re-imagining activist responses in 
meaningful ways (Kouri-Towe 62). She discusses how Puar and Mikdashi’s critique did not lead to 
reimagining solidarities with Palestine or with indigenous communities in North America. 
12 It must be noted, however, that even as Puar and Mikdashi write, “one should question, for example, US-
based activists who fight settler colonialism in Israel without acknowledging the ongoing settling of the 
United States,” they also write “similarly, Palestine and the United States do not occupy the same 
geopolitical space internationally. Palestine is an occupied territory, while the United States is the 
premiere superpower and imperial force in the world today.” Constructing the U.S. as such obscures 
perspectives of indigenous activists that see the U.S./Turtle Island also as occupied territory and seems to 
suggest, in a gesture of assumptive solidarity, that simply acknowledging U.S. settling is sufficient.  
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bio- and necropolitics of the liberal state. To understand it as a “global condition” that we 

“are all conditioned by and through,” however, precludes the visibility/audibility of other 

lenses or scenes of speaking that seek to address violence and injustice in different ways 

and from different sites. The Jadaliyya debate crystalized how the analytic of 

homonationalism constitutes a differend that can only attend to Palestinian anticolonial-

queer critique when it speaks within homonationalism’s parameters (or idiom) of struggle. It 

constitutes its own incitement to discourse that imagines homonationalism as the main 

terrain of struggle. Within this differend, Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique becomes 

inaudible as anything other than a critique of homonationalism. It disregards the multiple 

facets of Palestinian queer activism that do not only insist on a critique of Israel’s settler 

colonial violence, but also simultaneously aim to build new registers of thinking about 

gender and sexual diversity within Palestinian society, dismantle patriarchal narratives of 

Palestinian liberation and its relationship to the settler colonial regime of subjugation and 

control, and find different ways of thinking about transformative justice beyond an anti-

pinkwashing lens.13 The complexity of Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques challenges 

and complicates hegemonic terrains of struggle. 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques draw on a decade of experiences with queer 

organizing in Palestine that seeks to attend to the role that Israeli settler colonialism plays in 

Palestinian queer lives and hence in formulating an anticolonial-queer discourse. Maikey 

and Schotten negotiate a different lens in engaging in the debate that remains illegible to 

Puar and Mikdashi. The latter simply state that “rather than accusing us of somehow 

negating the specificity of Palestine … we were mapping out the relations between 

pinkwashing and homonationalism” (Puar and Mikdashi “On Positionality”). However, their 

decision to map out the relationship between pinkwashing and homonationalism, rather 

than attend to the question of Palestine and the role of critique, relegates Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer critiques of the sexual politics of Zionist settler colonialism to the 

background.  

                                                        
13 In a related context, Dhawan (2013, 2016), discusses how homonationalism has gained monolithic status 
within contemporary queer politics in the North. Although she sees homonationalism as an important 
analytic, she problematizes the way in which it enables a form of statephobia – rather than a persistent 
critique of the state – which forecloses same-sex struggles in the South that do engage the state as a 
terrain of struggle and of redress in relation to the fight against homophobia. She urges for a different kind 
of, what she calls, postcolonial queer critique “In contrast to limiting postcolonial queer critique to anti-
homonationalism, I plead for a more complex, multidirectional politics that is directed at coercive 
practices across the postcolonial divide. Thus, anti-imperialist and antiracist critique of queer politics 
must be accompanied by a critique of ‘reproductive heteronormativity’ within postcolonial contexts. One 
without the other reinforces violent mechanisms of oppression” (Dhawan, “Homonationalism and State-
phobia” 51). 
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Maikey and Schotten are concerned with reducing activist struggles for Palestine 

liberation to an academic debate. They flesh out the dangers of separating intellectual 

modes of critique from activist work on the ground. Following Mahmood’s call for a more in-

depth understanding of sites that operate in a different time, the problem of Puar and 

Mikdashi’s essays lies in their reluctance to attend to different contemporaneous spatio-

temporalities of engagement, even as they provide a persistent critique of what they deem 

the ineluctable conditions of the sexual politics of modernity (“On Positionality”). The fact 

that we cannot “opt out” privileges a singular temporality as a hegemonic terrain of struggle, 

rather than attend to different interrupting and interspersed geographies and temporalities 

that operate within and in struggle with settler colonial modernity. Their pieces remain 

insular to “politically relevant features of pinkwatching activism that are particular to 

Palestine and Palestine solidarity work” (Maikey and Schotten “Queers”).  

If everything is already steeped in homonationalism, do our intellectual efforts not 

render unintelligible exactly those spatio-temporalities of struggle that emerge within the 

sites of violence we seek to critique? Do we give up on, or merely extract from, such sites for 

the sake of being theoretically salient or critically consistent? How can we reconcile critique 

and the political commitments within which the critique takes place without reducing “one 

to the other” and the “distinct kind of labor entailed in each praxis” (Mahmood, “Reply” 

151)?  

Where Puar and Mikdashi are invested in a critique of liberal modernity through the 

analytic of homonationalism, Mahmood offers a way to think through what exceeds that 

idiom. Her attendance to the problem of how secular notions of modernity – such as the 

affective attachment to modern law – determine how the question of injustice gets to 

operate might allow for a different way in which to understand the problem of contemporary 

pinkwashing and anti-pinkwashing narratives. The problem of dominant anti-pinkwashing 

narratives lies in its affective attachments to an idea of a queer solidarity that reiterates 

scripts of homonationalism and its identity politics. At the same time, attachments to 

critiques of homonationalism continue to operate on a similar spatio-temporal plane that 

fails to pick up on the question of temporality and how it determines the question of 

injustice also within the academy. Such affective attachments, which we might call liberal 

and radical within secular modernity’s script, remain unresponsive to the Palestinian queer 

movement’s different scenes of speaking that enact a detachment from existing affective 

and discursive scripts even as they are impacted by them. Such scenes do not render a 

critique of homonationalism obsolete. On the contrary, they undermine its hegemonic sway 

and question how it bears upon the present in different(ial) ways. By focusing on 
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Mahmood’s insistence on questioning the operations of critique within secular modernity, 

rather than exclusively on the contradictory standards that operate the biopolitics of modern 

legal and state practices in pinkwashing and homonationalism, I have shown a different way 

to think through and perhaps out of the contemporary impasse in anti-pinkwashing activism. 

Thinking with Maikey, and in conjunction with Al-Kassim and Scott as well, the 

foreclosure of the audibility of Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques within the dominant 

idiom even as their presence as a constitutive outside is constantly required, does not mean 

new idioms are not being formulated, which open up “new intelligibilities” no matter how 

foreclosed these might be at the moment of utterance. The question then is how to attune to 

such intelligibilities, or how to develop a “nonrepressive and nondismissive mode of hearing 

that encourages heedfulness to what is being said, a thoughtful, reticent attention that is 

receptive to otherness, or that is at least open to unlearning the readymade conceits that 

disable our capacity to let otherness be in relation to ourselves” (Scott, Stuart 45). Such a 

non-competitive “hermeneutics of listening” encourages “a kind of noncompetitive thinking-

with-others” (46; emphasis added) that is consistently discouraged within hegemonic 

practices of listening and critique. My attention to scenes of speaking provides a different 

spatio-temporal constellation for considering how to listen and respond to injustice and 

injury beyond the scope of juridical and secular intelligibilities. Maikey and Al-Kassim show 

that the foreclosure of intelligibility/audibility within existing forms of recognition and 

representation does not automatically result in a complete subjection to that very system – a 

freedom only in death. Al-Kassim’s focus on rebellious speech acts and Maikey’s 

embodiment of such acts within the system of litigation draw attention to the new 

intelligibilities that might emerge within it and might bring the system to failure. Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer interventions function as rebellious tactics that instrumentalize that 

which excludes them in order to produce different scenes of speaking that can lead to 

different modalities of address and of listening. 

 

4.2 IGLYO Out of Israel !   

 

The international LGBT agenda has too often disconnected the struggle for LGBT 
equality and justice from issues of structural racism and privilege. The location of 
IGLYO’s General Assembly is that long-awaited tipping point where we, as queer 

activists, can no longer ignore or bypass politics of structural racism and occupation, 
which, in reality, cannot be disentangled from matters of sexuality and gender. 

- Palestinian Queers for Boycott Divestment and Sanctions 
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In 2011, the Europe-based International Gay and Lesbian Youth and Student Organization 

(IGLYO) announced its plans to host its annual General Assembly in Tel Aviv. To organize 

the event, it collaborated with the Israeli LGBT organization Israel Gay Youth. Although 

IGLYO membership is restricted to the Council of Europe Member States, IGY is a full 

member of the organization.14 As a response to the announcement, three Palestinian queer 

groups – alQaws, Aswat, and PQBDS – engaged in an email exchange between March and 

June 2011 to urge IGLYO not to hold its GA in Tel Aviv and to cease its collaboration with 

IGY.15 After IGLYO refused to respond to the groups’ demands, the groups decided to 

publicize their email conversations. 

There are four main themes that emerged from the email conversations, which are 

exemplary of the ways in which global LGBTQ organizations have responded to PQBDS’s 

call. First, IGLYO assumed a position of neutrality vis-a-vis the geopolitical context on the 

ground that exceeded its organizational purview: gay emancipation and gay rights. Second, 

IGLYO suggested that it is possible to support the struggle of gays and lesbians in the army 

without being accountable to what that army does despite the three groups’ insistence that 

IGLYO take a stand on the militarism of IGY. Third, IGLYO wrote that it took care to consider 

the situation of queers in the West Bank and Gaza, thereby implicitly suggesting that they 

can act on behalf of Palestinian queers and the issues they face through a depoliticized lens 

of sexuality. Homophobia is their realm of struggle, even though the Palestinian queer 

groups argue that homophobia functions as part of the system of settler colonial occupation: 

 
Homophobia works in tandem with other forms of oppression, such as sexism, 
colonialism, and racism ... In our case, homophobia works in tandem with the 
ideology of the Israeli state, which dictates levels of citizenship along 
unapologetically racist lines. (PQBDS 11 June 2011)  
 

Last, and this assumption relates closely to Mahmood and Asad’s concerns about the 

discourse of secularism, IGLYO argues that it cannot judge between interethnic, 

interreligious or intercultural issues. Their normative framework divides Israelis and 

Palestinians by religious and cultural differences that lead to conflict. In other words, we see 

another re-enactment of the script of liberal modernity that reduces any dispute over the 

                                                        
14 Together with IGY, IGLYO wanted to host their GA in Tel Aviv to commemorate the Bar Noar shooting 
two years prior, in which masked gunmen attacked an LGBTQ youth center in Tel Aviv, killing and 
wounding LGBT youths. 
15 They argue that “IGY, works closely with the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) in recruiting young queers to 
the army – clear proof that IGY is not only a gay organization, but a homonationalist one that is taking an 
active role in maintaining the same oppressing system we are working hard to resist” (PQBDS March 17).  
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meaning of injustice to a dehistoricized and singular version of cultural and religious 

difference. 

IGLYO’s response fits into well-intentioned gay saving narratives of large NGOs 

located in the Global North that seek to export their version of sexual liberation to the rest of 

the world by narrowly focusing on gay rights (marriage and military), visibility, pride, and 

coming out. The initial parameters of the private email exchange underscore what Massad 

calls the “Gay International” (Massad 2007), which describes attempts by global LGBT NGOs 

to subject any and all forms of sexual difference in the South to western nomenclature 

around sexuality. Such parameters and their universalizing tendencies define the conditions 

of possibility for Palestinian queers becoming intelligible/audible. However, there is 

something else going on in the IGLYO exchange that might perhaps help us think outside 

the bounds of this Gay International. IGLYO remains intransigent towards the settler colonial 

context of Israel/Palestine and the parameters through which the Palestinian queer groups 

understand this context in relation to their anticolonial-queer politics.16 IGLYO’s insistence 

on supporting gay rights internationally underscores Mahmood’s argument that the idiom of 

redress not only determines whether one can be heard within the modern legal paradigm, 

but also how the very scenes of injury/injustice operate under such assumptions and the 

kinds of subjectivities are enabled and foreclosed by such pronouncements. 

After several email exchanges explaining to IGLYO why holding the GA in Tel Aviv 

would disregard Palestinian queer voices and the Palestinian call for BDS, IGLYO remained 

unresponsive to the group’s concerns. As an alternative it offered the groups “an entry into 

the conversations of [their] members” by inviting them “to engage with [their] newly formed 

Working Groups, one on Human Rights and another on Intercultural and Inter-religious 

[issues]” (PQBDS May 5). 

They also write that IGY intends to invite representatives of the three respective 

groups to participate in a Leadership Conference ahead of the GA. This event would afford 

the groups with “the unique opportunity to engage in a open discourse” and allow IGLYO “to 

improve [its] understanding of LGBTQ youth issues in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.” This 

event would provide the groups with an opportunity “to engage in debate and discussion 

with IGLYO’s member organizations face to face” (May 5).  

Rather than joining IGY and IGLYO “at the table,” the Palestinian queer groups write:  

                                                        
16 Within the exchange, Palestinian queers emerge as immature queers in need of saving by their 
benevolent Israeli and International gay and lesbian siblings; objects of desire; or as potential threats that 
need to be kept at bay by Israel’s military industrial complex. For critiques of this construction see, for 
example: alQaws “About Us,” “Statement;” Hilal 2013; Maikey “The Road,” “Signposts;” Darwich and 
Maikey 2011; Maikey and Stelder 2015. 
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We hope you understand that an invitation to join “the table” that includes a group 
that actively engages in obscuring the conditions of our lives through pinkwashing 
and violating our rights is not something we are willing or able to do. (PQBDS April 
26) 
 

Their tactics of refusal do not stand alone, but are part of a long lineage of Palestinian 

feminist refusal to engage in joint projects with Israeli or other groups that naturalize Israel’s 

settler colonialism (Maikey and Stelder 86-87). 

Rather than accounting for this exchange as an example of the Gay International or 

as part of the workings of homonationalism, I turn to a different site/sight: the decision of 

the three Palestinian queer groups to refuse IGLYO/IGY’s invitation to “join the table,” and 

their subsequent decision to publicize the email conversations. Attending to refusal as a 

modality that changes the politics of address at work in this exchange, which renders IGLYO 

a complicit addressee, opens up a different scene of speaking and listening that interrupts 

the pre-fabricated scene of address in which IGLYO’s desire to know is predefined and 

structured by its unwillingness to hear. Although the Palestinian queer groups deploy the 

language of Human Rights and International Law in an attempt to deploy a language 

familiar to IGLYO, their refusal to join IGY at the table and the subsequent publication of the 

email exchange both dismantles IGLYO’s terms of engagement and exceeds the idiom of 

International Law and Human Rights. This draws attention to a different scene of speaking 

to understand the ongoing catastrophe of Palestine that refuses the terms of engagement of 

both the Gay International and the contemporary state of Israel/Palestine’s geopolitical 

demands. How does the refusal to join the “table” open up to different ways of 

understanding the terms of engagement with Israel/Palestine?  

Ahmed describes the table as a mode of organizing particular bodies oriented in 

space, both towards and away from one another. She discusses the queer desire to join the 

family table, from which the queer is rejected, as a way to be included within the current 

lines of social organization. However, she also draws attention to how “the desire to join the 

table is a desire to inhabit the very ‘place’ of this rejection” (Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology 

174). The Palestinian queer groups’ refusal to “join the table” is more than a metaphor for a 

place of gathering. It draws attention to how IGLYO’s table is a place of social organization a 

priori constitutive of the exclusion of Palestinian queer voices and demands. The table is not 

only a mode of orientation but also the geopolitical site where settler colonial power 

dynamics are re-enacted. For instance, the discourse of peace negotiations presumes that 



 
Towards Other Scenes of Speaking  

114 

Palestinian negotiators have an equal position at the table even though the power relations 

have already been predetermined.  

The invitation to join the table constitutes a particular scene of speaking that turns 

injustice against Palestinians into a debate about interreligious, interethnic, and 

intercultural issues without renegotiating the terms of injustice at stake. Furthermore, the 

IGLYO table would be a site for Palestinian queers to share their experiences as queers living 

in the West Bank and Gaza but not as a site for discussing what it means to live under 

occupation or how these might intertwine. IGY even describes its table “as an opportunity to 

strengthen the connection between two geographically adjacent, yet politically-far 

[removed] LGBTQ communities – the Palestinian and Israeli communities.” It would be “of 

greater importance than any peace summit held by politicians” (PQBDS 8 June 2011). Such 

a mapping of the “conflict” reifies the understanding of Palestinians as “adjacent” or “near” 

but never as present within the borders of Israel itself. The West Bank and Gaza become 

sites for containing threatening Palestinian bodies, but Palestinians remain absent from the 

geographic vision Israel has of itself. IGY’s vision obscures its own settler colonial gaze. 

Writing within a politically adjacent and geographically removed context, Mohawk 

scholar Audra Simpson discusses the role of a politics of ethnographic refusal within the 

context of Mohawk communities of Kahnawá;ke. Although her work addresses the context 

of ethnographic refusal in the ethnographic interview, her account opens up productive 

ways to think through Palestinian queer refusal to dialogue. I understand IGLYO’s invitation 

as the enactment of an ethnographic “will to know” that presupposes the unlimited right to 

access and “know” indigenous voices and bodies. It is also a gesture of benevolence. Such a 

desire to “know” reflects Mahmood’s concerns about inquiries into “Muslim culture” after 

the Danish Cartoon controversy. These are inquiries that she deems “premised on normative 

conceptions of the subject, religion, language, and law that are far more fraught than the call 

for decisive political action allows” (Mahmood, “Religious Reason” 66). 

By repeatedly resisting IGLYO’s inquiries to learn more about queers in the West 

Bank and Gaza, the queer groups open up a way to interrogate the geographical and 

geopolitical boundaries IGLYO’s inquiry unwittingly consolidates: the West Bank and Gaza 

as naturalized sites of Palestinian presence that simultaneously form the 

borders/boundaries within which homophobia can be contained.17 Nowhere do they 

                                                        
17 In one email they state that their reason for choosing Tel Aviv had to do with the “safety” of their 
members. When Israel passed its anti-BDS and Nakba Bill in in the summer of 2011, IGLYO ended up 
cancelling its GA in Tel Aviv without explicitly stating these bills as the reason for this decision. This 
decision was still celebrated as a victory by the three Palestinian queer groups, as the settler colonial 
context, however implicit, suddenly mattered to IGLYO (“Victory: IGLYO Moves out of Israel!”). 
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acknowledge how these borders act as material containers of Palestinian (queer) life. In 

their refusal Palestinian queers do not only reject IGLYO’s will to know and its assumption of 

unlimited access, but they simultaneously reject the parameters for understanding the 

borders of Palestine/Israel and articulations of belonging and citizenship within the settler 

state.  

Both IGLYO and IGY assume that the debate might enact a form of “peace 

negotiations” that can bring both sides and their perspective on “the conflict” together. The 

Palestinian groups point to how this debate normalizes the unequal relationship between 

colonizers and colonized. Both popular and academic renditions of Israel/Palestine refer to 

the discourse of “peace negotiations” in order to resolve the “conflict.” According to Anne de 

Jong, the notion of “binary conflict” itself is tied to Zionist hegemony (de Jong 2017). “Peace 

negotiations” within the conflict paradigm erase and normalize the unequal parameters of 

engagements confined within the normative framework of settler colonialism and its 

subsequent articulations of belonging, borders, citizenship, and subjecthood. Implicit in this 

Palestinian queer refusal is the rejection to normalize of these relations. It alters the 

conditions for a debate to take place in the first place – one that does not start from the 

unequal but naturalized position of colonizer and colonized. BDS is one of the means 

through which a different scene of speaking can emerge, leveling the playing field a little 

more and utilizing the language of International Law and Human Rights, which Israel must 

respect in order to engage with Israel/Palestine beyond the dangerous status quo. Beyond 

such a language, Palestinian anti-pinkwashing activism is central to a critique of the 

normalization and naturalization of settler colonial power dynamics. The refusal to take a 

seat at the IGLYO table interrogates the limited conditions of possibility for dialogue, its 

accompanying normative frameworks, and the geographic boundaries on which dialogue is 

premised.   

By rejecting IGY and IGLYO’s parameters and subsequently taking the terms of the 

debate into their own hands by publicizing the email conversations against IGLYO’s desire, 

the three groups create a different scene of speaking and engagement that draws attention 

to IGLYO and IGY’s absolute intransigence vis-a-vis Palestinian queer concerns and 

demands. Intransigence needs to be understood as a mode of response enabled by the 

normative framework of liberal modernity. The groups generate a different scene of speaking 

that imagines other conditions of possibility for a response to emerge. Rejecting 

IGLYO/IGY’s benevolence, the queer groups position themselves as ungrateful subjects. 

Within this enunciation of their relationship to IGLYO’s offerings they open up a space for 

another relationship to a language of gay rights and benevolent recognition of single-issue 
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oppression to emerge. The act of publicizing the email conversations creates a different kind 

of table that I can join to engage with Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques that demands 

non-oppressive listening. At this other table, Palestinian queers become their own authors 

under the persisting conditions of dispossession. This is not to propose a romantic version 

of agency under conditions of settler colonial occupation. Instead, I point to the opening of a 

different mode of orientation that undermines contemporary modes of engagement within 

liberal modernity that hold sway over how injury and injustice in Israel/Palestine are 

perceived. Ahmed suggests, “if we think with and through orientation we might allow the 

moments of disorientation to gather, almost as if they are bodies around a different table. 

We might, in the gathering, face a different way” (Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology 24).  

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques show the limits of contemporary settler 

colonial imaginaries and discourses of belonging and citizenship rooted within the logic of 

the liberal settler state. Palestinian anticolonial-queer politics of refusal generate novel 

forms of intelligibility and dismantle IGLYO’s intransigence towards the three groups’ call. 

Such a reorientation “suspends the closure necessary to political action so as to allow 

thinking to proceed in unaccustomed ways” (Mahmood, “Religious Reason” 92). 

Refusing the bestowal of rights and benevolence the groups make us “face a different 

way.” Within this altered framing of “the conflict” between Israel and Palestinians and 

between the groups and IGLYO/IGY, the three Palestinian groups draw attention to the limits 

of the western will to know, and how it is complicit with homonationalism and the Gay 

International, and moreover, with settler colonial and imperial logics and imaginaries. At the 

same time, their refusal draws attention to this history of settler colonial encounters that 

“move us away from statist forms of recognition” (Simpson, “On Ethnographic” 78), which 

are enacted, consolidated, and confined according to the parameters of the modern (settler 

colonial) state. There exists “a definite core that seemed to reveal itself at the point of refusal 

and that refusal was arrived at, of course, at the very limit of discourse” (74).  

To think about Palestinian anticolonial-queer politics of refusal as the deployment of 

different tactical and incommensurable positionalities that operate within and at the limits 

of discourse allows me to think beyond the boundaries Massad lays out when he argues that 

any deployment of the language of the Gay International would make Palestinian queers 

native informants for the Gay International, or representatives of westernized Arab bourgeois 

elites (Massad 2002; 2007; 2015).18 It is perhaps more productive to think about Palestinian 

                                                        
18 In a series of footnotes in his latest book Islam in Liberalism, he expressly targets alQaws and PQBDS as 
exemples of Israeli- and U.S.-based native and bourgeois informants, which shows a lack of engagement 
on his part with the actual work and constellations of these groups. 
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anticolonial-queer deployments of a language of LGBT and queer politics and rights within 

the purview of Al-Kassim’s work on the rant as a rebellious act of constructing the law one 

seeks to rebuke. Engaging, refusing, and at the same time rewriting a language of rights and 

sexuality is not a naïve act unaware of the oppressive role of these discourses “that are in 

work in any colonial encounter” (Simpson, “On Ethnographic” 78). The decision to engage in 

and/or refuse dominant discourses enacts a rebellious tactical mode of cooptation and 

refusal that demands engaging with Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques differently  

Even though the groups failed to convince IGLYO, the publication of the email 

correspondence makes space for this different orientation to emerge. This play has 

everything to do with reimagining forms of Palestinian self-determination, sovereignty, and 

belonging beyond the settler state. To understand Palestinian queer refusal as a means to 

engage with different scenes of speaking simultaneously reveals different modes of refusing 

“the authority of the [settler colonial] state at every turn” (73). This refusal enacts a different 

enunciation of rights, belonging, and justice that refuses liberal progress narratives and 

spatio-temporal enunciations of modernity. 

 

4.3 Towards Other Scenes of Speaking 

 

The politics of refusal, although ephemeral, return at several sites: turning to these sites, I 

tried to weave together moments that imagine other geographies or spatio-temporalities for 

Palestine. These weavings envision new forms of moving and living that challenge the 

geography of Zionist settler colonialism, its sexual politics, its imperial entanglements, and 

its underlying spatio-temporal assumptions that determine how injury and injustice get to 

operate. They remain illegible within the sphere of the differend reproduced within the 

normative framework of secular modernity that operates in both radical and liberal 

responses to Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique. Such a differend reveals how secular 

modernity acts as “an ineluctable aspect of our present condition, as both political 

imagination and epistemological limit” (Mahmood, Religious Difference 21). At the same 

time, it necessitates other forms of political imagination and forms of listening. Rather than 

arguing that we might be able to escape our present condition, this chapter urges for a turn 

to Palestinian anticolonial-queer practices that exceed the idiom of liberalism and indicate a 

different spatio-temporal plane that operates alongside it and in refusal of it. 

Thinking through the question of multiple temporalities in her discussion of sexual 

politics and secular time, Butler writes: 
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The “constellation” which is one’s own era is precisely the difficult and interruptive 
scene of multiple temporalities, ones that cannot be reduced to cultural pluralism or 
a liberal discourse of rights…. To separate the ‘now time’ [Benjamin] from these 
claims of modernity is to undercut the temporal framework that uncritically supports 
state power, its legitimating effect, and its coercive instrumentalities. (Butler, “Sexual 
Politics” 20-21)  
 

Acknowledging the register of multiple temporalities also means acknowledging the 

existence of multiple modes of address. The question of temporality presented thus takes 

the epigraph at the beginning of this chapter from the more familiar avenue of critique into a 

different vision of temporality that encompasses Palestinian anticolonial-queer spatio-

temporal acts that provide a “vision of freedom not yet to come” (Mbembe 39). 

The scenes of speaking created by Palestinian queer activist groups operate a politics 

of refusal. Be it by rebelliously intervening into the scene of address, shifting the parameters 

and idioms of critique, or generating different spatio-temporal modalities of engagement, 

Palestinian queer anticolonial critique demands a different attunement to the terrain of 

struggle. The Jadaliyya and IGLYO debates highlight the ways in which Palestinian queer 

activists refuse to be relegated to the realm of the differend. Even though it is not possible to 

fully opt out of that position, they point me towards other terms of engagement that exceed 

it through their articulation of an anticolonial-queer politics that attends to the geopolitical 

context of Zionist settler colonialism, transnational complicities, and their legitimizing 

discourses. However embattled and contentious, Israel’s settler colonial occupation is not 

just a site of social death for Palestinians; it is also a spatio-temporal plane for carrying out 

anticolonial-queer imaginaries that are at the heart of this part of the dissertation. These 

imaginaries operate within the time of the now that undermine the “legitimating effect” and 

the “coercive instrumentalities” of Zionist settler colonialism and (gay) imperialism. They 

not only draw attention to injustice committed against Palestinians, but also offer a different 

lens for understanding how injustice operates, how to listen to a call for justice, and how to 

respond. 

Refusal does not foreclose engagement, but opens up other avenues for responding 

to a Palestinian call for justice that draws on mapping “more humanly workable 

geographies” (McKittrick 2006) that persist under occupation. Palestinian anticolonial-queer 

critiques refuse the borders and geographies of Zionist settler colonialism by creating a 

space for Palestinian queer belonging that is anticolonial and opens up other avenues for 

imagining political futurity. In fleeting moments, these modes of space-making live a 

freedom that is not yet to come, but can almost be imagined, felt, lived, and embodied.  
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Chapter Five: What Happens When It Is Not About Gay Rights?  

What critical political stances are required when the oppositional begins to assume the shape 
of the hegemonic, when the hegemonic simultaneously continues to insinuate itself into the 

oppositional in aggressive and destructive ways?  
- Jacqui M. Alexander 

 

In an attempt to move anti-pinkwashing activism beyond the framework of gay rights 

Pinkwatching Israel writes in its Pinkwatching Kit: 

 
If we, as activists, are working toward social, economic, and political justice, then we 
must decouple calls for rights from an identitarian prism of understanding what those 
rights are, and resist the project to anchor all politics within the axis of identity. 
Pinkwashing is not about gay rights at all, but rather a means to justify the continued 
occupation and colonial settling of Palestinian land. (Pinkwatching Israel, 
“Pinkwatching Kit”) 
 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques resist the idea that pinkwashing is simply about the 

use and misuse of gay rights. Within such a scenario on the one hand Israel warrants 

support because it has gay rights. On the other hand, critiques of pinkwashing would be 

reducible to a critique of Israel’s instrumentalization of its gay rights record in order to divert 

attention from the occupation. Both cases operate within a singular scene of speaking in 

which struggles for gay rights remain isolated or dissociated from the larger settler colonial 

context and presuppose a neutral disposition for gay rights in which the historical 

conditions of their emergence remain obscured. Within this scene of speaking other 

possibilities for imagining social justice remain illegible. Or, in the words of Mahmood, 

“ethical and political questions are elided in the immediate resort to the law” (Mahmood, 

“Religious Reason” 67). In contrast, Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques argue that 

neither pinkwashing nor anti-pinkwashing activism is about the (mis)use of gay rights. 

 To understand Israel's gay rights project within the context of settler colonialism, it is 

necessary to suspend the notions of equality that gay rights purport to offer. How do 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques dismantle the fantasy that gay rights operate 

independently of systems of subjugation and control particular to Israel’s settler colonial 

present? What other conditions of possibility for responding to the ongoing catastrophe of 

Palestine become possible when the desire to resort to liberal legal paradigms of redress 

becomes unsettled?  

By suspending the assumption that pinkwashing as well as queer politics and 

solidarity is about gay rights, this chapter questions and expands ways of understanding the 
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troubled and universalized workings of gay rights discourse while simultaneously proposing 

imagining otherwise. It traces a mode of thought that articulates other responses to violence 

and injustice that – from their anticolonial-queer stance – do not mimic hegemonic frames of 

emancipation and legal redress. On the one hand, these responses understand the necessity 

of rights-based struggle – especially concerning the Palestinian people for whom rights are 

systematically denied.1 As I have shown in the previous chapter, following Al-Kassim and 

Maikey, new intelligibilities might emerge within the deliberate staging of the oppressive 

laws one seeks to rebuke. Furthermore, to tactically and rebelliously act within the system of 

litigation might expose its discursive limits. On the other hand, Palestinian anticolonial-

queer critiques remain wary of reproducing structures of power and domination through the 

very form of rights-based struggle even in the deployment of rights-based discourses. This 

wariness does not imply a will to simply replace the gay rights frame with a supposedly 

more all-encompassing human rights frame, but instead opens up other avenues for 

responding to injustice.  

Brown appropriates Spivak’s double negative of the cannot not in her critique of the 

depoliticizing tendencies of human rights discourse. She writes:  

 
To the extent that rights consolidate the fiction of the sovereign individual generally, 
they consolidate that which the historically subordinated both need access to and 
need to challenge insofar as the terms of that individuality are predicated upon a 
humanism that routinely conceals its gendered, racial, and sexual norms. That which 
we cannot not want is also that which ensnares us in terms of our own domination. 
(Brown, “Suffering” 237; emphasis added)  
 

According to Brown, human rights are something we cannot not want. Spivak’s work is not 

concerned with exposing the errors of human rights discourse in order to reform it and find 

new formulas to substitute old ones. Where Brown focuses on Spivak’s double negative of 

the cannot not, I am especially interested in Spivak’s recurring call for a persistent critique 

of what we cannot not want (Spivak 1993; 1999; 2009). I place the emphasis on a persistent 

critique that is not only directed at structural and systemic violence, but also at the concepts 

and ideas that are celebrated to alleviate this violence: human rights being one of them. 

Spivak is not only interested in undoing the privileging of rights-based thinking, but, more 

importantly is concerned with undoing what she calls epistemic discontinuity. She calls for 

                                                        
1 The Inequality Report: The Palestinian Arab Minority in Israel (Hesketh et al. 2011) presents an overview 
of the multitude of laws passed since the declaration of the State of Israel in 1948 until the present. It 
reveals the multifarious ways in which Palestinians are legally discriminated against in terms of 
citizenships, housing, education, mobility, etc. 
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the need to learn to learn from below, which is ultimately a task of/for reading, listening, and 

translation. 

Although her work concerns the postcolonial circulation of human rights discourse 

within global capitalism and reproductive heteronormativity, Spivak’s discussion of the use 

and abuse of human rights and her incentive to learn how to learn from below are productive 

for my discussion of de-privileging gay rights discourse in order to foreground the creation 

of alternative forms for engaging with and resisting settler colonial violence. She writes: 

 
Human Rights is not only about having or claiming a right or a set of rights; it is also 
about righting wrongs, about being the dispenser of these rights. The idea of human 
rights, in other words, may carry within itself the agenda of a kind of social 
Darwinism – the fittest must shoulder the burden of righting the wrongs of the unfit – 
and the possibility of an alibi. (Spivak, “Use and Abuse” 132) 
 

Again she draws attention to the conundrum of who dispenses access to rights or allows the 

institution of new idioms. In “Use and Abuse of Human Rights,” she compares the 

contemporary human rights paradigm implemented on a UN-level to colonial civilizing 

missions. Her concept-metaphor of the alibi (among others) addresses how the benevolent 

idea of “doing good” serves as an alibi for imperialist intervention and global capitalism. I do 

not take her decision to deploy the category of “social Darwinism” lightly as it draws 

attention to the ways in which a survival of the fittest paradigm is re-inscribed and re-

produced within the very paradigm of human rights. In other words, human rights discourse 

inscribes, systematizes, and arranges different categories of the “human” according to 

access or exclusion from human rights. Keeping global power relations intact, the human 

rights paradigm has the tendency to foreclose other avenues of struggle and political 

imagination. 

Brown problematizes the universalizing claims of human rights projects:    
 
Human rights activism is a moral-political project and if it displaces, competes with, 
refuses, or rejects other political projects, including those aimed at producing justice, 
then it is not merely a tactic but a particular form of political power carrying a 
particular image of justice, and it will behoove us to inspect, evaluate, and judge it as 
such. (Brown, “The Most” 453)  
 

The forms of justice at stake are those that do not reiterate the forms of recognition that the 

law has to offer. The question is, who has the right to bestow and take away rights from 

which one might gain access to humanity and equality?  
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Similarly, gay rights have become a litmus test for measuring a country’s modernity 

and human rights standards, often at the expense of other others: those outside the 

framework of the sanctioned minority. In conjunction, universalized gay rights discourse 

disregards same-sex cultures and struggles in the Global South.2 The limited version of gay 

identity – a Euro-U.S. configuration – does not always already correspond to the lived 

realities of the places in which global gay rights seek to intervene. In other words, today’s 

dominant mode of rights-based thought continues to exacerbate the gap between justice 

and the law. Even though activists and scholars, especially in the Global South, have 

exposed this gap, rights-based thinking maintains its superior status or serves as the 

“fittest” answer to oppression we should all aspire to. This superiority not only conceals its 

own historicity but also its complicity with the systems it tries to redress.   

 In its persistence, Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique seems to ask whether, in 

our pre-fabricated wanting/desiring of rights, we do not bypass the opportunity to start from 

elsewhere. It reminds us that exclusionary/exceptionalist gay rights narratives need to be 

seen in a broader context of anti-Palestinian hatred, structural inequality, and the ongoing 

settler colonial occupation of Palestine. To limit this discourse to a struggle over and for gay 

rights disregards this context. Especially alQaws attempts to persistently critique the use of 

gay rights discourse by the Israeli state and local and international NGOs, and to build 

alternative discourses around gender and sexual diversity in Palestinian communities 

directed at the social rather than the legal realm.3  

Spivak writes, “one cannot write off the righting of wrongs. The enablement must be 

used even as the violation is renegotiated” (Spivak, “Righting Wrongs” 524). Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer critique persistently stages the failure of rights-based discourses to take 

the oppression of Palestinians on multiple levels into account. At the same time, it navigates 

human rights discourses through its alliance with the BDS movement and its deployment of 

human rights and International Law discourses to be able to speak in a language the world 

understands, even though these claims often remain willfully unheard. 

Rather than reiterating the terms of legal inclusion and the forms of recognition that 

rights-based discourse merits, the understanding of justice that Palestinian anticolonial-

queer critiques appeal to seek to undo present colonial and imperial power relations, 

including those produced by liberal frames of human rights. They understand that rights-

speak, however well articulated, fails to reflect the reality and the voices of Palestinians 

                                                        
2 And, I would like to add, gay rights discourse is neither always already applicable to queer struggles in 
the Global North. 
3 Ironically, how can you appeal to rights as a minority if you don’t have an internationally recognized state 
to appeal to? 
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regardless of their tentative and limited upward social mobility. This analysis not only 

contributes to a decolonization of queer politics, but simultaneously calls for the need to 

develop new ways of knowing and understanding the ongoing catastrophe of Palestine in 

order to develop forms of resistance and collectivity, which the Zionist project and 

pinkwashing consistently and actively try to prevent. 

The work of the Palestinian queer movement urges us to reconsider what sexual 

rights mean in a context where narratives of sexual liberation serve as alibis for economic, 

military, colonial, and political interventions. These narratives simultaneously rely on 

colonial narratives of the oriental other as always already failing at her emancipation. 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques question whether sexual rights in their 

contemporary form are something we cannot not want. Although I may be tempted to think 

that gay rights are important steps toward ending legal discrimination of queer subjects, the 

demands for legal inclusion within Israel/Palestine appeal to exactly those institutions 

responsible for the continued dispossession of Palestinians – the army, reproductive 

heteronormativity, and the workplace. In Chapter One, I scrutinized the role of lesbigay 

emancipation and gay rights discourses in Israel within the formation of settler subjectivity. 

In spite of popular belief, gay rights discourses did not generate more equality by virtue of 

including some gays and lesbians. Instead, it generated a self-image of equality or, in 

Brown’s words, “a particular image of justice” (Brown, “Suffering” 237) that has gained 

international currency in a context where gay rights serve as “approved violence” and as 

“alibi” (Spivak “Culture” 121). Following Spivak there is always already a skewed 

relationship between the bringer of rights/righter of wrongs, and the receiver of rights/or the 

one who is wronged. In the case of Israel/Palestine, rights-receiving Israeli lesbigays are 

recruited to join the state’s agenda, while the exclusion of Palestinians from access to rights 

is written into the settler colonial legal system itself and legitimized by global currents of 

anti-Arab hatred. Furthermore, international and Israeli LGBTQ organizations such as IGLYO 

are only interested in talking about gay rights in Palestine through comparison with Israel, 

but refuse to engage with the broader discourse and context of the Palestinian queer 

movement. Instead of being caught in the claws of the social Darwinist tendencies of the 

Gay International, or (ab)used in the pinkwashing narrative of “progress” versus 

“backwardness” because of a lack of gay rights, the movement’s rejection and deployment 

of these frames of reference requires further scrutiny.  

Dhawan cautions that critical frameworks of analysis – such as homonationalism and 

what she calls “postsecular queer critique” – within the Global North have a tendency to 

render benign or dismiss sexual struggles within the Global South that appeal to the state. 
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She is wary of superimposing statephobia onto a critical attitude towards state practices and 

draws attention to the Global North as a privileged site of critique (Dhawan 

“Homonationalism”). In conjunction, she calls attention to the ways in which radical queer 

scholars and activists within “post”colonial Europe have a tendency to conflate any critique 

of homophobia within migrant communities with a form of homonationalism or gay racism 

(Dhawan 2013). Instead, she calls for the need to develop a postcolonial and multidirectional 

queer critique that takes into account the structuring logic of reproductive heteronormativity 

that both conditions homophobia and homonationalism. Her critique is useful for 

understanding the multidirectionality of Palestinian queer activism that rebelliously deploys 

what Massad dismisses as western sexual epistemologies and, at the same time, operates 

beyond the imperialist grasp of such terminology. Within the context of Israel/Palestine, 

however, the apprehensive relationship to the state as a possible site of redress is perhaps 

more characteristic of a settler colonial context in which the state promotes the continued 

ethnic cleansing of the indigenous population. At the same time, Palestinian anticolonial-

queer critique is apprehensive toward the possible role of the Palestinian Authority in its 

contentious relationship to the Israeli government. Within the settler colonial context, in the 

absence of a state, Palestinian anticolonial-queer politics operate at the grassroots level to 

dismantle the settler colonial project and re-orient the project of Palestinian liberation. I use 

the term anticolonial-queer critique rather than postcolonial queer critique, because it draws 

attention to the complexities of the state as a site of inquiry within the settler colonial 

context of Israel/Palestine. Although this critique is also multidirectional, it draws attention 

to the ever-shifting and unstable borders of the settler colonial state and the contentious role 

of the Palestinian Authority as the international representative of the Palestinian people.  

In what follows, I scrutinize the problematic tendency in contemporary (anti-

)pinkwashing debates to disconnect the use of gay rights (within the pinkwashing 

campaign) from gay rights achievements in Israel, as if they operate independently. My 

focus is on how this distinction produces and sustains a particular understanding of queer 

politics as a politics of sexual rights and rights to sexual identity. Palestinian queer activists 

operate within a double bind between responding to the incitement to discourse around 

sexual identity, gayness, LGBT emancipation, and gay rights – as argued by Puar (2012) and 

Massad (2007) – and the necessity to create scenes of speaking that resist the former. 
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5.1 The Problem With Gay Rights 

 

With the onslaught of the “war on terror,” missionary savior narratives that attempted to 

rescue women in the South and civilize colonized men have extended their reach towards 

gay men in the Global South in an effort to legitimize imperialist interventions. These 

missionary efforts serve(d) as alibis for Euro-U.S. capitalist imperialism and warfare where 

the colonizer represents himself as the benevolent savior of the natives, while implementing 

a settler colonial/imperial regime of subjugation and control designed to secure the 

ascendency of the white liberal subject; to destroy indigenous cultures and lives; and to 

entrench the slow genocide against native peoples. Such a missionary logic reduces 

Palestinian queer voices to a language of the not-yet, which, in the case of this chapter, 

means that within this idiom Palestinian queer subjectivity can only become scripted 

through a teleological language of sexual rights and sexual identity leading to the institution 

of the sexual citizen-subject who can then speak as such and obtain political agency. A lack 

of access to gay rights, and thus to gay identity, would indefinitely suspend the subjectivity 

and self-determination of queer Palestinians. Yet, within the settler colonial context, the 

indefinite relegation of any Palestinian to the sphere of the not-yet secures the ongoing 

ethnic cleansing of historic Palestine. Mbembe’s vision of a “freedom not yet to come” takes 

on a whole different meaning here as the Palestinian subject occupies the position of the 

“not yet” according to the liberal formula of linear progress.  

The secular incentive underlying sexual rights discourse equates a lack of gay rights 

with a lack of political agency and maturity. Within this context, the not yet takes on a linear 

form that sets the terms of legibility for political demands and constitutes a hierarchy that 

situates those with gay rights as more advanced and capable of speaking for those without 

gay rights. Even when those without gay rights employ rights-speak, they oftentimes remain 

illegible to that very system, as I have demonstrated in the previous chapter. 

As a referent, the Palestinian queer is interpellated into pinkwashing through the 

incitement to discourse by the Gay International. The Gay International exports its “ideas of 

homosexuality and sexual difference based on nomenclatures that turn sexual politics into 

claims before the law” (Atluri 730). The forms of recognition that are distributed are 

singularly understood through a legal perspective that is posited as the only framework that 

can confer recognition. Butler's description of Althusserian interpellation in Excitable 

Speech (1997) as the mode in which particular forms of recognition and recognizability 

determine the conditions of survivable subjects is helpful for understanding the violence 

through which (legal) recognition is bestowed:  
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One exists not only by virtue of being recognized, but, in a prior sense, by being 
recognizable. The terms that facilitate recognition are themselves conventional, the 
effects and instruments of a social ritual that decide, often through exclusion and 
violence, the linguistic conditions of survivable subjects. (Butler, Excitable 5)   

 

We can also refer back to Lyotard’s differend to understand the ways in which rights-speak 

(cor)responds to the system of litigation that consistently demands a constitutive outside. 

The dominant idiom forecloses the possibility of imagining responses to injustice that are 

not limited to instituting new idioms and do not disregard the role of embodiment within 

dominant conditions of possibility for redress. In a sense, a double differend takes place in 

conversations between Israeli lesbigay groups, international LGBTQ NGOs, and Palestinian 

queer groups. Including the gay-citizen subject in the fold of the liberal settler state via gay 

rights becomes the grounds on which the differend, as a particular scene of speaking, 

becomes displaced. Those who were once considered illegible victims of injustice – 

mainstream gay and lesbian communities – are now discursively folded into the rule of 

judgment through a reconfiguration of the dominant legal paradigm. In disputes between 

international LGBT NGOs, Israeli lesbigay organizations, and Palestinian queer groups, the 

former come to act as the very rule of judgment, as they operate in accordance with settler 

colonial formations. The inclusion into the system of litigation operates at the expense of 

sexual-racial others. In the process, another differend takes place that is situated in a settler 

colonial power dynamic that remains unresolved, or is perhaps even constitutive of the rule 

of judgment in the first place. The root of injustice and violence is what gets lost when the 

“new” oppressor seeks to continue to occupy a discourse of victimhood, through, for 

example, a discourse of vicarious homophobia to be fought through international queer 

missions or local warfare. The normative gay subject of gay rights and sexual citizenship 

continues to inhabit the position of the victim but does not operate exclusively within the 

realm of the differend. He operates in alignment with the enactment of injustice. Israeli and 

international LGBTQ groups occupy the space of the victim of injustice remaining 

intransigent towards violence against Palestinians whose victim position remains illegible 

within the dominant idiom. Even if Palestinian queers would indulge in rights-speak and 

master the language of the rule of judgment, this would not automatically redress their legal 

position, because Palestinians are constructed as a racially-sexually constitutive outside.4 At 

                                                        
4 I am reminded of Hartman’s Scenes of Subjection in which she shows how the enslaved’s impossibility 
to resort to forms of legal redress was written into the very laws that deemed her a person. On the legal 
level, whenever the enslaved ascertained her humanity, her culpability was simultaneously inscribed in it. 
Although the legal context of Israel/Palestine is different, Israeli civil law and Israeli military law both 
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the same time, their exclusion reveals the discursive limits of the rule of judgment as they 

appear in excess of what is presently available. To argue alongside Spivak, the violation of 

the rule of judgment also enables different intelligibilities to shimmer through, which cannot 

be captured by the presently available idiom. 

If gay rights are constitutive of particular subject positions, then gay rights are not 

neutral frames that generate inclusion; rather they perform violence and exclusion through 

their very form. Tara Atluri explores forms of sexual citizenship during and after colonialism 

in India and argues, “a rights-based approach rests on forms of public visibility and 

intelligibility before the law that might have disastrous effects” (Atluri 725).5 These 

disastrous effects become visible in Israel/Palestine when the subjects of gay rights and the 

public visibility attached to them – Israeli lesbigays – and those supposedly without gay 

rights and visibility are placed in a hierarchical and settler colonial relation to one another: 

the former as more progressive, although it attaches itself to the conditions of possibility for 

the oppression of the latter in the first place. In conjunction, other sexual cultures, histories, 

and practices are erased. The liberal perception of sexual politics constitutes a specific 

temporal and spatial dimension as a teleological process towards a “supposed sexual 

liberation that the law offers” (725) – an emancipatory endpoint that reinstates a sense of 

normality, or, in other words, normalizes inequality.6 In the geopolitical context of 

Israel/Palestine this allows for the incorporation of the figure of the Palestinian queer into 

pinkwashing discourse as the one in need of saving; as the one who is not yet capable of 

speaking for herself. If we can only conceive of self-determination through a system of legal 

redress, the opportunity to think subjectivity outside a legal liberal humanist frame becomes 

foreclosed.  

The temporal dimensions of pinkwashing rely on a linear conception of progress that 

directly binds recognizability and emancipation to the rights-bearing and, perhaps more 

importantly, rights-speaking subject. As Butler describes, being addressed, or interpellated 

in a certain way – in this case through a language of gay rights – “constitutes a being within 

the possible circuit of recognition, and, accordingly, outside of it, in abjection” (Butler 

Excitable, 5). Circulations of gay rights discourse within globalization constitute such 

circuits of recognition. Although resisting violence against queers is irreducible, the shape 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
operate on the basis of excluding Palestinians and thereby circumscribing their access or exclusion from 
what constitutes the human under the law.  
5 Doing so, she draws attention to the discrepancies between Hijra struggles and the LGBT rights activism 
of mostly upper-caste urban Hindus in urban spaces. 
6 Spivak’s work on the use and abuse of human rights is also filled with anecdotes about the ways in 
which rights-based thinking has been spread and implemented among the oppressed rural poor of the 
Global South, but the moment these communities start to draw on the frames of human and women’s 
rights violence and oppression are often the result of their call to rights.  
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this resistance can take on needs to be revisited. Within this context, gay rights do not follow 

the call of the subject, but rather inaugurate recognizable subject positions and in extension 

– and perhaps more noteworthy – they usher in non-positions. Furthermore, they further the 

idea that with the advent of gay rights homophobia no longer exists. One only has to look at 

the rise of homophobic, and especially transphobic, violence in the U.S. under Trump, or the 

violence against black lesbians and gender non-conforming people in South Africa to 

understand that there is a gap between the law and sexual and gender self-determination. A 

major challenge is to dismantle the conditions of recognition in which the production of 

recognizable subject positions depends on the continued abjection of other, unsanctioned 

others. Non-positions are constituted through the ongoing racialization-sexualization of 

political subjectivities within the (settler) state, which determines who is deemed 

recognizable as a politically legible and speaking subject, and who is not. 

According to Samera Esmeir, juridical humanity – which she defines as the conflation 

between human rights/law, humanity, recognition and political subjectivity – carries “the 

risk of erasing all other humanities, not only in imposing its particular vision of humanity, 

but also, and more crucially in erasing their past existence before the law’s intervention” 

(Esmeir, “On Making” 1547). Her work is reminiscent of Mahmood’s attempts to think 

beyond the modern legal paradigm in order to formulate other responses to injustice. Both 

take Egypt as a case study for looking at the erasures of other ways of being human and 

living together with the advent of modern law and secular temporality as the defining 

features of the state (Esmeir 2012; Mahmood 2015). Juridical humanity describes the ways in 

which modern law juridicalizes the human by conflating the human with its assigned legal 

status (Esmeir 2012). This leads to the idea that humanity is something that can be given 

and taken away depending on the operating legal paradigm. The violation of human rights is 

now understood as a practice of dehumanization where what can be considered human 

depends on how rights are bestowed or taken away. In conjunction, juridical humanity is 

reminiscent of colonial rationalities in which European colonial law was instated in order to 

bring civilization to its subjects in the colonies, who in the colonial world order were 

perceived as persons but not quite humans (Esmeir, “On Making” 1547).7 

As Butler notes, Palestinian life is constituted by “highly juridified states of 

dispossession” that call for “more complex ways of understanding the multivalence and 

tactics of power to understand forms of resistance, agency, and countermobilization that 

                                                        
7 This thinking has a long trajectory commencing with the Las Casas and Sepulveda debates in the 
sixteenth-century and the further entrenchment and establishment of a metaphysical system of thought, 
most notably by European Enlightenment thinkers, such Kant and Hegel in the eighteenth-century (eg. Eze 
1997; Buck Morss 2005; Lowe 2014). 
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elude or stall power” (Butler and Spivak 42). When we understand the infrastructure of 

Palestinian life as one of “highly juridified states of dispossession,” rather than instances of 

“bare life” or dehumanization, the necessity and possibility arise for understanding 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques at the limits and beyond a language of (gay) rights 

without foreclosing the possibility of agency. Furthermore, such critiques refuse the 

(modern) liberal humanist scope that includes previously excluded subjects by deeming 

them outside of humanity. To call for and create other modes of resistance sets a 

transformative approach to anticolonial-queer struggle in motion, one that seeks to create 

other forms of knowing and being that dismantle institutionalized and hegemonic structures 

of knowledge and emancipation.  

 
5 .2 It ’s Not About Gay Rights 

 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques understand both pinkwashing and queer politics as 

“not about gay rights at all.” There is a refusal to separate gay rights from their 

instrumentalization. Moreover, they further the necessity to detach queer politics from a 

limited discourse of gay rights. Although there is an increased willingness to recognize 

pinkwashing as a neoliberal branding campaign on a global scale, Israel’s gay rights record 

is consistently posited as neutral, untouchable, and even as worth celebrating.8 A quite 

simple question is: What are we actually celebrating? Puar and Mikdashi argue that lauding 

of Israel’s gay rights record “reproduce[s] the very discourse of pinkwashing in [its] attempts 

to redress it, by treating gay rights as if they operate in a legal vacuum separate and 

separable from the legal system as a whole” (Puar and Mikdashi “On Positionality”). Israeli 

legal scholar Aeyal Gross continues to argue that “the state smugly lauds itself for rights 

and achievements that it actually resisted” (Shabi 2015). He argues that the problem of 

pinkwashing does not necessarily reside in Israel’s gay rights achievements as such, but in 

the Israeli government taking credit for them and their subsequent use in a country branding 

campaign. In Chapter One and Two, I already showed how the discourse of Israel’s lesbigay 

movement’s appropriation of Zionist narratives paved the way for the emergence of 

pinkwashing in the first place. The firm distinction between the lesbigay movement’s gay 

rights achievements and the Israeli state is not as clear-cut as Gross makes it out to be. The 

trap some anti-pinkwashing debates fall into is to rely on the neutrality of the gay-state bond. 

In other words, there is a priori consensus that we can and should distinguish between 

“bad” uses of gay rights – pinkwashing – and “good” uses of gay rights that conserve 

                                                        
8 See, for example: Gross 2010, 2011, 2015; Schulman 2011; Franke 2012; and Harel 2012. 
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“universal” ideals of sexual freedom and democracy. This presupposes the innocence of gay 

rights as it operates distinct from the (settler) colonial contexts from which they emerged. 

Olwan, following Mary Louise Fellows and Sherene Razack (1998), calls this distinction the 

“race to innocence,” which constitutes “the elision of settler colonial critique and resistance 

from a queer purview” and shows “the dangers of queer organizing that works to obscure or 

deny sexual imbrications in national inclusion projects (Olwan 96). 

 Gross’s framing of pinkwashing is characteristic of what Leticia Sabsay calls the 

humanist “instrumentalization hypothesis” (Sabsay 2012). She signals a contradiction in 

contemporary scholarship that critiques what it calls western governments’ harmful 

instrumentalization of sexual rights and ideals of sexual freedom that reproduces 

colonialism and imperialism but does not question the very epistemology of “sexual 

democracy,” which includes sexual rights and sexual citizenship. Sabsay writes: 

 
According to this [instrumentalization] perspective, sexual democracy’s 
particularistic origin would be disavowed. In this way, ideals of sexual democracy 
would be cleansed of any power relations, and its asymmetric conditions of 
appearance and development would be erased. (613)  
 

Sabsay’s attention to the disavowal of sexual democracy’s particularistic origins resonates 

with Scott’s lamenting the loss of other political futurities, as the advent of liberal 

democracy meant it became the only political futurity without any examination of the 

conditions of its appearance. The emphasis on Israel’s instrumentalization of gay rights in 

the critiques we formulate against pinkwashing foregoes a more complex understanding of 

the entanglements of pinkwashing, “sexual democracy,” gay rights, and the regulation of 

bodies and lives within contemporary Zionist ideology. Its insistence on the universality and 

neutrality of gay rights, and on narratives of sexual emancipation and sexual solidarity, 

refutes epistemological and ontological claims of imperialism and colonialism and makes 

pinkwashing about gay communities. The distinction between gay rights and their 

instrumentalization by the Israeli state assumes that gay rights operate independently from 

global circuits of (neo)liberalism, cultural and political imperialism, (settler) colonialism, and 

(homo)nationalism, thereby perpetuating the reification of a particular gay subject who is 

recognized as a sexual citizen-subject on these terms. Sabsay remarks that, here, political 

subjectivity and the becoming-subject of rights become conflated. The subject of gay rights 

discourse is rendered political as a rights-speaking subject and thereby reproduces the 

regulatory field of politics itself. Sabsay argues: 
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The kind of self that establishes the field of what can be conceived as politics is 
sustained by a conception of sovereign freedom, which, effectively, extends to 
cultural and political regulation of ‘others’ who are understood to lack this defining 
characteristic for ‘becoming political,’ that is becoming the subject of rights. (619)  
 

In effect, the hegemony of rights-based discourse over what can be considered political 

demands poses significant obstacles to understanding struggles that demand different 

forms of recognition and which operate in other spatio-temporalities that are not only based 

on a secular rights-based approach. Even if Palestinian queers would demand rights, their 

call would remain politically illegible. The rejection of, or perhaps an indifference to gay 

rights discourse allows for a closer investigation of the problematic power relations at work 

when pinkwashing is discussed as separate from gay rights in Israel.  

Maikey, speaking in the name of alQaws explains: 

 
In 2007, we understood that being Palestinian queers is actually also being an active 
political group that has analysis, a complicated analysis that addresses the struggle 
of Palestinian society in all its layers. This is our major task and vision, and not gay 
rights, or identity politics, or struggles of acceptance. We don’t want anyone to accept 
us. (Maikey, “Sexual Discourses”)  

 

Maikey’s statement, “we don’t want anyone to accept us,” redirects the attention away from 

acceptance as the answer to oppression and points towards an analysis of the structural 

violence that underlies acceptance narratives. Rather than engaging, recuperating, or 

reviving an authentic queer Palestinian subject, Maikey’s reference to a “we” ultimately calls 

for “the irreducible work of translation, not from language to language but from body to 

ethical semiosis” (Spivak, Death 13) that can be simultaneously complicit and liberatory. 

Her reference to a Palestinian queer “we” rhetorically and tactically restages a mode of 

interpellation that presupposes a Palestinian queer “we” when viewed through the 

homogenizing lens of gay rights politics. Her text rebelliously inhabits a position she 

continues to resist and draws attention to the audience’s complicity in constructing a 

Palestinian queer subject. She seems to suggest, “if you want me to speak as a Palestinian 

queer I will.” Such a staging both establishes and eludes such a position at the same time. 

Maikey’s speech was delivered to an audience of solidarity activists and Palestine liberation 

activists at the World Social Forum in Brazil. Besides “speaking as” a queer Palestinian, her 

performative appeal to a Palestinian queer “we” unsettles predefined notions of solidarity 

with and the erasure of Palestinian queers that circulate among audiences and delimit the 
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possibility for critical alliances outside sexual solidarity narratives, or hegemonic accounts 

of Palestinians liberation.9  

Gay rights, identity politics, and struggles for acceptance constructs a particular 

Palestinian queer subject position that needs to fashion itself according to the ideals of 

sexual freedom. However, Maikey points out that it is not these narratives that provide a 

basis for Palestinian (queer) reality. Instead of turning towards these “ideals of sexual 

freedom,” Maikey suggests the need to turn away from, or even to refuse these liberal 

impositions that prevent a more complicated analysis of the political and material reality of 

Palestinian society, as stigmatized by the Gay International, subjugated by the Zionist settler 

colonial project, and homogenized by the dominant heteropatriarchal version of Palestinian 

liberation.  

Rejecting the gay rights frame that pinkwashing offers is an act that resists the 

normalization, or even celebration, of unequal power dynamics between the colonizer and 

colonized. In addition to renouncing gay rights as a frame of reference, Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer critiques address the need to step outside the framework of sexual 

solidarity, which makes queers the subject of pinkwashing. This brings us back to Maikey’s 

question discussed in the previous chapter, “are we in solidarity with Palestine or with the 

queers in Palestine?” (Maikey, “The Road”). Sabsay’s “instrumentalization hypothesis” 

provides another entry into the implications of this question in light of asking, “what 

happens when it is not about gay rights?” If pinkwashing were about the state’s 

instrumentalization of gay rights to obscure the occupation, then the goal of anti-

pinkwashing activism would be to reform the LGBTQ movement so that it would oppose 

pinkwashing and remove the rotten apples from it that used hard-won gay rights to their 

advantage. This would imply that solidarity in anti-pinkwashing activism would be between 

LGBT people, thereby failing to situate pinkwashing within the larger Zionist project. It 

would also foreclose the possibility of supporting Palestinian queer activists within 

Palestinian society and within the Palestinian liberation struggle.10 Dhawan warns 

foreclosing such possibilities also prevents multidirectional queer critiques from taking 

shape.  

Following Spivak, Maikey’s interventions stage the “performativity of cultures 

instantiated in narrative” (Spivak, Death 13). Her interventions do not seek to “transcode” – 

to keep an original and create a new format at the same time – but rather they constitute 

                                                        
9 In her appeal to a rhetorical “we” Maikey draws on her own experience as director of alQaws and 
attempts to account for the discourses that activists at alQaws encounter in their work. It would be 
incorrect to assume she is attempting to speak for all Palestinian queers here. 
10 Of course support in this context might also take the shape of “butting out of it.” 



What Happens   133 

“the preparation for a patient and provisional and forever deferred arrival into the 

performative of the other, in order not to transcode but to draw a response” (12; emphasis 

added). As I have shown in Chapter Four, it is especially “the question of human rights ... 

confined within trade-related political paradigms leading to military intervention, ostensibly 

based on game theory and rational choice as unacknowledged theoretical models” (12) that 

fails to respond to the PQBDS’s call. A queer politics that operates insurgently, at the fringes 

of such models thereby remains illegible. Exposing the operations of a doubled differend, 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique engages in/calls for the persistent responsibility of 

translation and different modalities of listening. Such a call for solidarity that 

simultaneously stages its limits – “are you in solidarity with Palestine, or with queers in 

Palestine?” – reveals what Spivak calls the double bind of (the burden of) representation 

(Spivak, “The Double Bind” 97-118). Inevitably perhaps, by staging a Palestinian queer “we” 

and the agenda accompanying that position, Maikey’s interventions stage the problematic of 

a particular dynamic of (mis)translation between an incommensurable anticolonial-queer 

politics that is forced into transparency, into a universalized LGBT agenda, and into a 

hegemonic mode of listening. Her question shows the doubled differend at work. No matter 

how well one might appropriate rights-speak within a dominant paradigm, colonized voices 

are always already made to disappear through the willful ignorance of the dominant listener. 

In the performative staging of the different workings of this dynamic, these statements 

might inevitably become complicit with what they seek to critique but, at the same time, this 

complicity with such discourses is not necessarily ineffective or useless when understood as 

an enabling violation. In other words, these texts engage in a persistent critique of what we 

cannot not want, without having that which we cannot not want prove itself immortal over 

that persistent critique that might lead also elsewhere.  

 
Again, the risk of such “political rants” lies in who listens to this narrative:  
When the card-carrying listeners, the hegemonic people, the dominant people, talk 
about listening to someone ‘speaking as’ something or the other, there one 
encounters a problem. When they want to hear an Indian speaking as an Indian, a 
Third World woman speaking as a Third World woman, they cover over the fact of the 
ignorance that they are allowed to possess, into a kind of homogenization. (Spivak, 
Postcolonial Critic 60)  
 

Within such a context, Al-Kassim’s work is informative, because it shows how the politics of 

address in the “rant” stage the dangerous process of homogenization and also draw 

attention to the very ignorance that operates it. The effect of appealing to an “us Palestinian 

queers” might misfire and easily accommodate the homogenizing and generalizing 
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tendencies of the hegemonic listener. At the same time, the task of translation requires 

nurturing another listening self who is open to the different intelligibilities of the politics of 

address that are at work in the rant.   

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques of gay rights show that it is misleading to 

situate anti-pinkwashing activism within a depoliticized field of sexual solidarity, which 

would reify a sense of shared victimhood that negates the intersectional and decentralized 

ways power works, and ignores the complicity of gay communities and identity politics with 

the pinkwashing machine. Anti-pinkwashing activism can only be transformative when our 

solidarities do not turn Palestinian queers into objects of solidarity. Shifting one’s interest to 

the politics of address demands another modality of listening and acting, which does not 

depart from inside the liberal rights paradigms. Maikey reminds us that anti-pinkwashing 

activism and Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques target the settler colonial and 

imperialist mindset of pinkwashing rather than offering an approach for reforming gay rights 

movements. To say “it is not about gay rights” is not a normative attempt to assess whether 

gay rights in Israel have had their intended effect, but instead it signals an investigation into 

the underlying power structures within which these demands have taken shape.  

 

5.3 Beyond Rights 

 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique dissects Israel’s rights-based image and shows how 

this image consolidates a “modern-backward” binary prevalent within contemporary 

Zionism and global circuits of Islamophobia and anti-Arab racism. Palestinian queer groups 

stipulate that anti-pinkwashing is not about the “good” or “bad” relations between LGBTQ 

communities and their states or non-states, but rather about how pinkwashing is enveloped 

in a sexual politics to further the Zionist project of exclusive Jewish sovereignty. Instead of 

drawing attention to “good” and “bad” uses of gay rights, Palestinian anticolonial-queer 

critiques attempt to resist this differential distribution of equality, political subjectivities, and 

forms of recognition that is determined by Israel’s settler colonial infrastructure. In anti-

pinkwashing activism the nation-state appears as a field of injury rather than inclusion 

(Ritchie 2010) due to the fact that the terms of inclusion in Israel/Palestine are dependent on 

(differential) forms of citizenship that are structured according to the exclusivity of Jewish 

accessibility. In conjunction, anti-pinkwashing activism reveals how gay rights have 

emerged as a global currency to further an imperialist agenda, which negates queer 

struggles that refuse to buy into the emancipatory agenda and tone of the Gay International. 
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By separating rights from their identity incarnation, Palestinian anticolonial-queer 

critique initiates an undoing of a language of rights distributed differentially. It also draws 

attention to the problematic tendencies of radical queer critiques in the Global North, which 

a priori foreclose activists in the South to assume a role that can alter the terrain of struggle 

beyond speaking “as” this or that identity. This reveals the limits of individualizing frames 

(of human and gay rights) within the liberal humanist paradigm of juridical humanity, and 

also shows the limits of unidirectional radical queer critiques that subsume any discussion 

of homophobia in the South under the Gay International. Such unidirectional critiques make 

the queer disappear. 

Just as pinkwashing is not a marginal phenomenon that only targets gay 

communities, Palestinian anticolonial-queer politics is not a politics of the margin. These 

politics offer a persistent critique of how the pinkwashing project is sustained through 

reifying the gay subject as the subject of rights, thereby erasing other forms of (right-based) 

struggles or alternative conceptions of political, sexual, social, and economic justice that 

exceed a language of rights.  

Instead of reinstating a binary between “good” and “bad” uses of gay rights, the 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer movement creates a discourse that productively navigates the 

double bind discussed at the beginning of this chapter. Rejecting the gay rights frame 

problematizes pinkwashing’s incitement to discourse. It also offers a transformative 

approach to queer politics as an anticolonial politics of decolonization. Such politics entail 

the creation of alternative forms of knowledge and positions of speaking that challenge the 

hegemonic incitements to recognition and belonging offered by gay rights discourse and 

pinkwashing within the settler project and global imperial formations. Such politics create a 

moment of disorientation that allows for other forms of attachment and detachment to take 

place, which refuse to respond to the terms of the settler state. They imagine the question of 

rights, social, economic, and political justice through a decolonial-queer lens without 

reifying a proper queer subject in its wake. This particular lens holds the potential, in the 

Ahmed’s words, to “disturb the order of things” (Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology 161), or, in 

Spivak’s terms for an “uncoercive re-arrangement of desire” (Spivak 2004; 2012). Such a re-

arrangement requires turning to other scenes of speaking and listening that the settler state 

forecloses. 

As pinkwashing and the Zionist project are sustained through the continued 

abjection and displacement of Palestinians, Palestine is also as a site where alternative and 

resistant modes of belonging and collectivity can and do take shape. A decolonial-queer 

politics not only unsettles the mechanisms of recognition, rejection, and exclusion, it also 



What Happens   136 

centers the narratives of indigenous communities who call for and establish different forms 

of recognition, belonging, and collectivity as a necessary means of survival and as an 

affirmation of sovereignty. 

In the following and final chapter of this dissertation, I look more closely at the 

decolonial-queer space-making practices of Palestinian queer activism to gain a deeper 

understanding of the different spatio-temporalities of struggle that persist under settler 

colonial occupation. I will do this by focusing on a particular event that commanded a 

different scene of speaking for Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique: Queer Visions at the 

World Social Forum: Free Palestine.
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Chapter Six: Queer Visions for Unsettl ing the Settler State: An 

Engagement with Palestinian Decolonia l-Queer Space-Making 

The work of PQBDS broadens the terrain of struggle against the occupation and against 
the Zionist policies of Israel… It is not a question of simply saying “support queer 

individuals in Palestine.” In fact, it is clear about not wanting support from those who 
refuse the cynicism and the contemptuousness behind Israel’s pro-gay image, but 

rather it directs its message at anyone who is a potential supporter of BDS. And it 
provides a different kind of literacy. It allows us to read the racism and the violence 

that is covered up by the putatively pro-gay stance of Israel in a different way … And, 
queer BDS can help radical forces around the world to develop new ways of engaging in 

ideological struggle.  
- Angela Y. Davis 

 

In the previous two chapters, I discussed the secular idiom of liberalism as a settler colonial 

formation in order to draw attention to the multiple registers in which it operates as a form 

of domination that renders Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques and temporalities of 

struggle illegible and untranslatable. I sought to understand how certain work becomes 

theoretically illegible and asked how not to disappear these sources of critique?  

In Chapters Four and Five, I focused on Palestinian anticolonial-queer interventions 

within existing scenes of speaking. In what follows, I shift the focus to Palestinian 

decolonial-queer space-making practices. Political imagination and political action are 

ultimately spatial matters as “social practices create landscapes and contribute to how we 

organize, build, and imagine our surroundings” (McKittrick, Demonic xiv). Within existing 

scenes of speaking, Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques constitute both present absence 

and absent presence. These scenes are also geographic; they exist in space, place, and 

location. Their illegibility is shaped by hegemonic accounts of the land that saturate settler 

colonial spatio-temporalities, which determine the “inhabitability of the normal” (McKittrick 

Demonic) and the uninhabitable zones of human others such as refugee camps, uprootable 

villages, prisons, checkpoints, occupied territories, and other borderlands. These dominant 

settler colonial geographies foreclose other conditions of possibility for political action and 

the political imagination, and also for the emergence of another kind of geographic 

imaginary.  

In an attempt to move beyond sexual-racial domination as a matter of bodily or 

identity markers, Katherine McKittrick pays attention to spatial practices, as “racial-sexual 

domination is an ongoing spatial project” (McKittrick, Demonic 121) and thus as a site of 

“ongoing geographic struggle” in which “race/class/gender/sexuality” are not “the sole 

indicators of identity/experience” but also of “uneven geographies” (xviii). Attuning to racial-

sexual domination as spatial matter, McKittrick moves away from discourses of 
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“marginality-identity” that rely on the reification and politicization of marginality and seeks 

to “imagine the ways in which the margin is a serious conceptual intervention.” (134-35). 

Spatial practices reveal how racial-sexual domination operates at the center of the 

construction of a dominant view of the human and its spatial fallout. Although McKittrick 

turns specifically to the space-making practices of black women, I draw on her conceptual 

proposition of “demonic grounds” to look at Palestinian decolonial-queer space-making 

practices.  

Focusing on a particular space created by the Palestinian queer movement during the 

World Social Forum: Free Palestine in Porto Alegre, Brazil in 2012, I examine how it created 

a space for other geographies to be lived, felt, and heard that embody freedom “not yet to 

come” as a spatial practice. Through reflecting on who came together, where they came 

together, what happened when they gathered, and why this matters, I discuss how the 

project Queer Visions at the World Social Forum: Free Palestine temporarily altered the 

“terrain of struggle” and the potential this holds for imagining and responding to the 

ongoing catastrophe of Palestine. What kinds of decolonial-queer space-making practices 

emerge under conditions of settler colonial occupation? How do such space-making 

practices elicit different responses to the ongoing catastrophe of Palestine? And what 

modes of listening are necessitated by such practices? 

When José Esteban Muñoz writes, “queerness is that thing that lets us feel that the 

world is not enough,” (Muñoz i), queerness also becomes a spatial matter. It refers to a 

sense of insufficiency of being in the here and now, as Nadia Ellis writes, in “the spot in 

which you are fixed is nowhere near as compelling as the far-off line [the horizon] on which 

your gaze is trained” (3). The not yet in this chapter takes the shape of a “focused urgency,” 

in which the “gap between the ground on which one stands and a compelling place beyond 

can be described by the word queer” (3; emphasis added). At the same time, it is not the 

ground on which one stands, but the way that ground has been colonized, exploited, and 

appropriated that demands an altered relationship to that ground beyond what is presently 

considered workable. 

In this chapter, I shift the frame from anticolonial-queer critiques to decolonial space-

making practices. Anticolonial-queer critiques are part of a struggle against the settler 

colonial state. On the other hand, a Palestinian decolonial-queer framework encompasses 

anticolonial-queer critiques but cannot be reduced to them. It operates not only in 

opposition, but also alongside and beyond settler spatio-temporalities and proselytizes a 

time where the anticolonial ceases to be necessary. I foreground the decolonial because I 

want to pay attention to the ways in which decolonization is always already a matter of 
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spatial practices of unsettling the settler state and settler subjectivities in the context of 

Israel/Palestine. I do not to take such a decolonial-queer framework lightly. It is not a 

metaphor for any social justice project. To speak with Tuck and Yang: 

 
Decolonization is not a metaphor. When metaphor invades decolonization, it kills the 
very possibility of decolonization; it recenters whiteness, it resettles theory, it extends 
innocence to the settler, it entertains a settler future. Decolonize (a verb) and 
decolonization (a noun) cannot easily be grafted onto pre-existing 
discourses/frameworks, even if they are critical, even if they are anti-racist, even if 
they are justice frameworks. The easy absorption, adoption, and transposing of 
decolonization is yet another form of settler appropriation. (Tuck and Yang 3).  

 

Tuck and Yang warn against easily collapsing a decolonial framework into other kinds of 

social justice projects in North America (and, I would like to add Europe), which, however 

radical, might end up re-settling the settler state with different means. They are concerned 

that social justice projects have appropriated the term “decolonialization” to replace projects 

such as antiracist and inclusive education, but without further unsettling North American 

settler colonialisms. Resisting the re-appropriation of indigenous frameworks, they argue for 

an “ethics of incommensurability” which recognizes different spatial relations and 

motivations within transnational, abolitionist, critical pedagogy, and indigenous movements. 

Such a framework might be helpful for understanding the ways in which especially North 

American, but also European scholars and activists, remain largely intransigent to 

Palestinian queer activist frameworks as they fail to recognize (queer) struggles for 

indigenous Palestinian sovereignty as different from existing critical frameworks. Tuck and 

Yang write: 

 
Decolonization as material, not metaphor, unsettles the innocence of these 
movements. These are interruptions which destabilize, un-balance, and repatriate the 
very terms and assumptions of some of the most radical efforts to reimagine human 
power relations. We argue that the opportunities for solidarity lie in what is 
incommensurable rather than what is common across these efforts. We offer these 
perspectives on unsettling innocence because they are examples of what we might 
call an ethic of incommensurability, which recognizes what is distinct, what is 
sovereign for project(s) of decolonization in relation to human and civil rights based 
social justice projects. (28; emphasis added) 

 
Tuck and Yang share Olwan’s desire to unsettle romantic “assumptive solidarities.” The 

ethics of incommensurability and the impossibility of neatly aligning movements for social 

justice or radical critiques with one another, or with indigenous struggles for sovereignty, 
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opens up another entry for understanding the ways intransigence operates across 

hegemonic scenes of speaking in their encounters with Palestinian decolonial-queer 

frameworks. Or in the words of Audra Simpson, such indigenous frameworks “may be 

simply unintelligible to the western and/or imperial ear” (quoted in Byrd xx). The decolonial-

queer framework within which such critiques operate is vulnerable to being re-settled and 

re-appropriated within other critical and activist frameworks. At the same time, 

understanding the ethics of incommensurability might open up to other strategies and 

reading practices for liberation projects. For instance, understanding pinkwashing as a 

contemporary branding effort, or as related to racism-sexism alone, is simply not enough 

and requires a settler colonial analytic in order to be understood in all its complexities. 

Otherwise, the native is made to disappear again. 

 In the previous chapters I situated Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques firmly 

within the settler colonial context of Israel/Palestine. By turning to space-making practices 

and thus to the question of settler colonial and indigenous geographies, this chapter hones 

a decolonizing framework that both resists the settler state and advances a decolonial 

horizon that exists beyond the merely anticolonial.  

 Before continuing with a discussion of Queer Visions, I will take a detour to “demonic 

grounds” to set the scene from which I theorize decolonial-queer space-making practices. I 

hereby situate Palestinian anticolonial-queer activism in a different circuit of intelligibility 

that refuses to be read through the critical idioms or “unjust and uneven human/inhuman 

categorizations” that are presently available (McKittrick, Demonic xix). In search for 

“alternative geographic formulations subaltern communities advance” (xix), I seek to listen 

closely to the “terrain of struggle” generated by the Palestinian queer movement in 

aspiration of “more humanly workable geographies” (McKittrick 2006) that the ongoing 

catastrophe of Palestine generates.  

 

6.1 Towards More Humanly Workable Geographies 

 

Throughout her oeuvre, McKittrick refuses the connection between black femininity and 

social death as to not infinitely reproduce these scenes of violence. She is especially 

interested in how analytical practices in their critiques of anti-black violence continue to 

constitute “black subjects as ‘naturally’ condemned, disposable and deserving occupants of 

inferior spaces of otherness” (McKittrick, “Science Quarrels” 117).  

Within the context of Palestine, her proposition allows for an attentiveness to the 

ways in which the figure of the Palestinian and the queer Palestinian as condemned, 
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continue to be mobilized in pinkwashing and in analytical discourses that oppose 

pinkwashing constructions of (queer) Palestinians.  

Thinking with McKittrick, analytical practices and idioms are fundamentally 

spatialized. The construction of a particular place for Palestinian queers persists even in 

analytical efforts to condemn such stereotypes. Palestinian queers are kept in place, which 

elicits a particular response to the ongoing catastrophe of Palestine that remains confined 

by “an Enlightenment story about progress, reason, and emancipation” that preserves the 

order of colonization (Scott, Refashioning Futures 19). Such a realization demands paying 

close attention to decolonial-queer spatial practices that emerge within Palestinian queer 

activism that construct a different sight/site for responding to the ongoing catastrophe of 

Palestine.   

For this chapter, I use a different language in approaching the question of how to 

write with the movement. Where in the previous chapters I pondered through the questions 

of injury, secularism, embodiment, and injustice, here I work with the language of McKittrick 

and her reworking of Caribbean philosopher Sylvia Wynter’s “geographic interest” (123) in 

order to understand other ways of attuning to Palestinian anticolonial-queer activism and 

critique that draw attention to the question of the human, the social, and the way in which 

these demand decolonial terms of engagement.  

Scenes of hearing and listening are not solely questions concerned with thinking 

through injury and injustice, but also with how to attune to spaces, socialities, and modes of 

being human that persist under conditions of settler colonialism. My search for “more 

humanly workable geographies” implicitly touches on Samera Esmeir’s problematization of 

juridical humanity and its sister “dehumanization” as insufficient frameworks through which 

to understand the question of injustice and inequality in Palestine. The ongoing catastrophe 

of Palestine is not a crisis of the juridical categories of “dehumanization” that simply need to 

be re-humanized within the existing structures of redress, which McKittrick and Wynter call 

categories of a “biocentric world order,” but rather points to a crisis for “the human.”  

McKittrick theorizes more humanly workable geographies through a rereading of 

Wynter’s geographic interests. In her book Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the 

Cartographies of Struggle she analyzes the role of black women’s spatial practices as 

significant sites of struggle that intervene in and persist under practices of spatial 

domination. Instead of theorizing black women’s geographies strictly through notions of 

confinement and violence that would indefinitely suture black femininity to violence and 

objectification, she turns to several geographies of black women – historically and 

contemporarily – without reproducing naturalized geographies of black women as spaces 
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that “just are,” or the notion that black women are necessarily “ungeographic.” Where the 

“ungeographicness” of black women is constructed through transatlantic enslavement trade 

and racist segregation, within the context of Palestine, the “ungeographicness” of 

Palestinians returns in the Zionist phrase “a land without a people, for a people without a 

land.”  

McKittrick writes, “the naturalized but alterable geographies of black women, and 

subaltern subjects in general [can] be understood in ways that do not replicate our 

historically present spatial patterns” (123; emphasis added). By focusing on subaltern 

spatial practices she moves away from normalized understandings of space as simply 

“there,” timeless, and fixed to the question of the “inhabitability of the normal,” which 

produces two forms of “geographic non-existence.” First, the “institutionalized rejection of 

difference,” which she takes from Audre Lorde. In other words “invisible workforces, sites of 

homelessness, unpropertied communities, undocumented and/or ‘justified’ violences; 

marginalized, silent women, men, and children; what has been described as ‘the rest’ 

beyond the west” (132). Second, and this she takes from Édouard Glissant, “the ‘real but 

long unnoticed’ places of interhuman exchanges, cultural sharings, new poetics, new ways 

of being, ‘a new world view,’ human struggles” (132). These are the sites of what she 

conceptualizes, following Wynter as “demonic grounds” – a constant interplay between 

dominant geographies and subaltern spatial struggles. She writes, “geography is deeply 

dependent on imaginary work… It is, then, new forms of life, imagining, expressing, and 

living geography that put demands on spatial arrangements, that contest, respatialize, and 

inhabit the uninhabitable” (141). It is within this interplay that the question of the human 

emerges, and it is here that McKittrick locates the importance of Wynter’s work. 

 Wynter’s interdisciplinary and vast oeuvre, which ranges from theater to physics, 

biology, history, and philosophy, is too large to discuss within a few paragraphs. I focus 

specifically on McKittrick’s reading of Wynter’s “geographic interest” as it relates to the 

question of more humanly workable geographies that form the scene for further discussing 

Palestinian decolonial-queer space-making practices. For Wynter, there has never been a 

“history of the human” (Scott, “Re-Enchantment” 198). There has been, however, a history of 

Man, which comes to present itself “as the only viable expression of humanness” 

(McKittrick, Demonic 124).1  

                                                        
1 Wynter distinguishes two epistemological shifts within the history of Man, what she calls “Man 1” (the 
15th century explorer within an theological-scientific ideology) and “Man 2” (the imperialist political human 
within a secular-biological ideology), “and both inventions of Man required a differential production of 
humanness. That is, Man and his human Others came to represent and produce themselves in relation to 
each other” (McKittrick, Demonic 124). 



Queer Visions for Unsettling the Settler State  143 

 Both Wynter and McKittrick turn their attention to the possibilities of (re)-imaging 

and re-presenting a different kind of humanness that does not start within the dominant 

paradigm of the human: the modern, white, male, secular, biocentric citizen-subject. They 

show how spatial and poetic practices of Man’s human Others both shape and disrupt Man. 

Counter-intuitively, Wynter does not give up on the human, or humanism for that matter, but 

seeks to construct a different history for the human that does not reproduce the uneven 

geographies or “archipelagos of poverty” of the present globalized world.  

Geographic domination, as in my case within the settler colony, “is conceptually and 

materially bound up with racial-sexual displacement and the knowledge-power of a unitary 

vantage point. It is not an unfinished or immovable act, but it does signal unjust spatial 

practices; it is not a natural system, but rather a working system that manages the social 

world” (xvi). With Demonic Grounds, McKittrick “seeks to consider the ways in which 

practices of domination are in close contact with alternative geographic perspectives and 

spatial matters that may not necessarily replicate what we think we know, or have been 

taught, about our surroundings” (xxvi). 

McKittrick’s reading of Wynter urges me to look for those sites of space-making that 

persist under settler colonial occupation. As McKittrick shows, “populations who occupy the 

‘non existent’ are living in what has previously conceptualized as the unlivable and 

unimaginable” (130). Unlivability is constructed through “girds of sexual-racial management 

and geographic growth” (120). In this sense, Palestinian decolonial-queer space-making 

practices take shape through an encounter with the uninhabitability of the normal. Their 

space-making practices necessarily exceed and bring to crisis existing geographic 

arrangements of settler colonial domination. This interaction between Palestinian 

decolonial-queer space-making practices and dominant settler geographies both reveal the 

disavowal and existence of Palestinian decolonial-queer geographies (134). Such conceptual 

interventions show the complexities of how reading resistance into spaces of absolute and 

multilayered domination of human and non-human life.  

Palestinian decolonial-queer space-making practices emerge and persist under 

settler colonial occupation. Even though late modern colonial occupation is the site through 

which necropower functions (Mbembe 2008), it is important to attend to what happens 

within these sites of dispossession and death and not reduce these to sites of “limitations, 

captivities, and erasures” alone (McKittrick, Demonic 121). McKittrick’s insightful and poetic 

turn to black women’s geographies looks at sites of violence and death as also being “about 

everyday contestations, philosophical demands, and the possibilities the production of 

space can engender for subaltern subjects” (121). Rather than “connecting Israeli 
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pinkwashing to a broader global system of power networks” (Puar “Rethinking”) in order to 

reveal the bio- and necropolitical management of the social order, I turn to different 

modalities of Palestinian decolonial-queer space-making that orient towards other modes of 

engagement that the ongoing catastrophe of Palestine generates. On demonic grounds, 

Palestinian queers gather in “spaces of Otherness that are ‘palpitating with life’” (133). 

Spatial practices of domination are naturalized, but also remain alterable. In what follows, I 

turn to scenes of speaking that operate beyond incitement to discourse and imagine the 

alterability of space that ultimately unsettles the settler state 

 

6.2 Queer Visions at the World Socia l Forum: Free Palestine 

 
Identity is largely constituted through a process of othering. What can a return to the 

original be, indeed, when the original is always already somewhere other than where it is 
thought to be; when ‘stay home’ also means ‘reach out,’ and native cultures themselves 

are constantly subject to intrinsic forms of translation? Here, Third is not merely 
derivative of First and Second. It is a space of its own. Such a space allows for the 

emergence of new subjectivities that resist letting themselves be settled in the 
movement across First and Second. Third is thus formed by the process of hybridization 

which, rather than simply adding a here to a there, gives rise to an elsewhere-within-
here/-there that appears both too recognizable and impossible to contain. 

- Trinh T. Minh-ha 
 

In 2012, alQaws and PQBDS, with the endorsement of the Palestinian Preparatory 

Committee for the WSF Free Palestine,2 organized a workshop and conference at the World 

Social Forum: Free Palestine in Porto Alegre, Brazil under the name Queer Visions at the 

World Social Forum: Free Palestine. The World Social Forum brings together civil society 

organizations from all around the world to work together towards a different future from a 

counter-hegemonic perspective on globalization. The first forum was held in Porto Alegre, 

Brazil in 2001 and other forums have since been organized in several locations across the 

world. Since its inception it has also given rise to numerous regional forums. Most forums 

have been held in the Global South in order to support South-to-South networks without the 

intermingling of international relations or political officials. 

The 2012 World Social Forum: Free Palestine was an unusual topical forum initiated 

by the WSF headquarters in Porto Alegre in collaboration with the Preparatory Committee. 

The idea was to bring together Palestinian civil society groups, grassroots organizations, 
                                                        

2 The committee consisted of the following Palestinian organizations: PNGO - Palestinian NGO Network, 
Stop the Wall - Palestinian Grassroots Anti-apartheid Wall Campaign, BNC - Palestinian BDS National 
Committee, OPGAI, Alternatives, Higher Follow up Committee (representing Palestinian forces inside 
Israel), Higher Committee for the Commemoration of the Nakba, Jerusalem Action Network, Kairos 
Palestine, General Union of Palestinian Women, and Coalition of Civil Society Organizations. 
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and transnational Palestine and Indigenous solidarity networks to create conversations 

across movements and adopt new global strategies for future work against (Zionist) settler 

colonialism, capitalism, and imperialism. This forum brought together a mixture of 

indigenous self-determination activists, human rights groups, trade unionists, refugee and 

migrant rights activists, prison abolitionists, solidarity networks, feminist groups, queer 

groups, and youth groups from all around the world. 

 In their participation criteria the World Social Forum states, “neither party 

representations nor military organizations shall participate in the Forum. Government 

leaders and members of legislatures who accept the commitments of this Charter may be 

invited to participate in a personal capacity” (World Social Forum). To the great dismay of 

many grassroots groups, Palestinian political officials did find ways to present their party’s 

views at the forum. These officials operated within a grey area of the WSF guidelines, as 

Palestine is not an officially recognized state. The forum also coincided with the 

controversial entrance of Palestine as an Observer State at the United Nations. Palestine’s 

instatement was considered controversial because it would implicitly consolidate a two-

state solution, which continues to be a contested position among many different Palestinian 

groups. The ongoing illegal settlement on Palestinian lands, to say the least, makes the two-

state solution seem impossible to maintain, and in addition it naturalizes Israel as a settler 

colonial state (Abunimah The Battle). 

The WSF: Free Palestine was structured around an open call published by the 

Preparatory Committee. Groups and individuals were invited to propose self-funded events 

and conferences for which the forum would provide the larger infrastructure. At the forum, 

each participating group was invited to draft a resolution that would be presented at the end 

of the forum before the General Assembly. The highlight of the forum was the march in 

solidarity with Palestine. Over twenty thousand people marched the through the center of 

Porto Alegre despite the attempts of local Zionist groups to cause friction between the 

marchers and the residents of the city prior to the march.3 

alQaws and PQBDS had approached the Preparatory Committee with an official 

proposal for a space at the forum. The goal was to bring activists together who had been 

working against pinkwashing and to make resistance to Zionist sexual politics integral to the 

struggle for Palestinian liberation. At first, the Preparatory Committee resisted the idea of 

                                                        
3 Their tactics included spreading rumors that the march was organized by Hamas and would result in 
riots and vandalism, Brazilian Zionist lobby groups had attempted to spread anxiety among Porto Alegre’s 
residents. However, judging from all the Palestinian flags that draped down residential buildings in the 
city center their attempts seemed to have failed. 
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giving a space to a queer conference at the forum, but in the end, thanks to the support of 

individuals working within the organizing coalition, Queer Visions obtained a spot.4  

After receiving a green light, PQBDS approached different grassroots organizers in 

different geographical locations to participate in the organization and preparation of the 

forum. I was asked to co-organize the project as I had been collaborating with PQBDS and 

alQaws for a few years.5 We called ourselves “Taskforce for Queer Visions at the World 

Social Forum.” Our work consisted of gathering funds, approaching possible participants 

and speakers, designing material for promotion and distribution, and organizing a two-day 

invitation-only workshop and two public panel discussions. 

 The goal was to bring together activists who had been working against pinkwashing 

in different locations over the past decade. We also wanted to invite indigenous activists in 

the Americas to build solidarity coalitions and share experiences along a South-to-South 

axis. As language and translation were an issue, we unfortunately did not manage to reach 

the latter goal. Our conference would take place in English and we did not manage to 

consolidate the budget for translation. We did manage to bring people together whom we 

had not yet met before and who had been looking for ways to engage with the struggle. 

These were mostly Palestinian diaspora queers in Europe and North America/Turtle Island 

who had felt isolated in their local contexts.6 

Up till the last few days before the forum we were unsure whether everybody would 

be able to attend. Many activists who had planned to attend the forum could not make it to 

Brazil due to visa restrictions especially enforced by the Brazilian government at the urging 

of Zionist groups. Palestinians attending the forum had to wait until the last minute to 
                                                        
4 The organizing committee was not explicit about the grounds for its initial hesitation. 
5 I would like to thank Camilla for generously hosting me in her tiny bedroom in Porto Alegre Brazil and for 
helping me prepare for the arrival of all the participants by showing me around town, teaching me how to 
navigate, and showing me a cute lesbian-owned restaurant where we ended up eating and decompressing 
after eventful days at the forum on several occasions. I also want thank the owners of the restaurant for 
patiently feeding us every night and mixing some mean caipirinhas. 
6 One Palestinian-German activist recounted in our introduction rounds at the workshop how it was 
difficult to find queer solidarity for Palestine in Berlin. She explained it was easily swept under the rug as 
“anti-Semitic” by the queer, predominantly white, left. This reminded me of a conversation I had with 
friend in Berlin after returning from Palestine in 2010. He told me his political philosophy was Antideutsch. 
This brand of “anarchist,” “left-wing” activism is anti-statist, but “if any state has the right to exist, it is 
Israel.” My own experiences in Berlin, although very different, resonated with the stories of our German-
Palestinian delegate. The attacks she witnessed differed from my own in that they were racist-queerphobic 
attacks against her as a queer Palestinian-German person of color, whereas the resistance I witnessed 
was related predominantly to my politics. In the past, I had been kicked out of a queer bar in Berlin for 
wearing a keffiyeh and talking about Palestine (the bathroom graffiti “Free Israel” was covering the gender 
neutral restrooms). When I organized a pinkwashing info workshop together with Natalie Kouri-Towe in 
Montreal for the Radical Queer Semaine (a queer festival in Montreal that I co-organized in 2013), one of 
the co-organizers of the festival, another antideutsche from Germany, told me she was positive that the 
workshop would be anti-Semitic and that before 1948 Palestinians did not exist, there were “just some 
Arabs living scattered across the land.” I told her to come to the workshop. If we would say anything she 
deemed anti-Semitic during the workshop, I wanted her to speak up. She never came. 
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receive news from the Brazilian embassies and from Israel whether they were allowed to 

travel. Especially participants from Gaza remained underrepresented as they could not 

obtain visas or leave the Israeli-controlled Gaza Strip. 

 Queer Visions managed to obtain twenty-thousand dollars in funds from Global Fund 

for Women, without which it would have been impossible to get sixteen mostly poor queer 

and trans* activists of color to Brazil.7 We could cover most of the costs for travel and 

accommodation. The forum provided spaces for our meetings. Activist groups from the 

Middle East, Africa, North America/Turtle Island, Asia, and Europe endorsed the project.8 

Although we had been working together in transnational campaigns for many years, many of 

us met face-to-face for the first time. We were sixteen participants from Palestine, North 

America/Turtle Island, Lebanon, Germany, the Netherlands, and the U.K. Seven others could 

not make it either due to other obligations (North American delegates), or due to visa 

restrictions (delegates from the Middle East). The majority of the participants were queer 

and trans* Palestinians living in Palestine and in the Palestinian diaspora, and queer and 

trans* activists of color. The constellation of people and political experiences in the room 

provided different starting points for engaging in conversations that did not need to first go 

through or in the dominant (white and/or Zionist) idiom.  

The structure of Queer Visions created a space to reflect on a decade of Palestinian 

queer organizing and transnational activist responses to this. The relationship between 

bodies and space in the workshops generated a different scene of speaking for articulating 

the terms and conditions of injustice and liberation. The presence of bodies in space shaped 

a different sense of sociality that arose from shared but not necessarily commensurable 

sites of struggle. This space did not take shape through “assumptive solidarity” or 

benevolence, or simply identity politics and experiences of marginalization, which run the 

risk of erasing settler modalities of domination (Tuck and Yang 2012). The presence of many 

diasporic queer Palestinians also showed how the geographies of Zionist settler colonialism 

                                                        
7 Although I am aware of the plausibly contentious character of receiving funding from global women’s 
NGOs, the scope of my research does not allow me to go into further detail. For example, see the work of 
Josephine Ho and Julia Parades in the volume The Global Trajectories of Queerness: Re-thinking Same-
Sex Politics in the Global South (Tellis and Bala 2015), or, for a local Palestinian perceptive on NGO 
involvement, see Eileen Kuttab’s “Palestinian Women’s Organizations: Global Cooptation and Local 
Contradiction” (Kuttab 2008). 
8 Queers Against Israeli Apartheid (QuAIA) – Toronto; Queers Against Israeli Apartheid (NYC QuAIA) – 
New York; Park Slope Food Coop Members for BDS – New York; Sylvia Rivera Law Project (SRLP) – New 
York; FIERCE – New York; Audre Lorde Project – New York; Queers Undermining Israeli Terrorism (QUIT) – 
San Francisco; ACT UP – East Bay; International Jewish Anti-Zionist Network (IJAN) – International; The 
Coalition for Sexual and Bodily Rights in Muslim Societies (CSBR) – International; KAOS GL – Turkey; 
Meem – Lebanon; Nasawiya – Lebanon; Muntada al Jensaneya – Palestine; GAYa NUSANTARA – 
Indonesia; Alternative Law Forum – India; No to pinkwashing – UK; Group LOCs – Lesbiennes of Color – 
France; Queeristan – The Netherlands. 
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extend beyond the shifting borders of the settler state. At the same time, the diasporic 

presence revealed how Palestinian geographies of struggle takes shape beyond the borders 

of the settler state. Transnational queer organizing in the workshops did not start from the 

global queer, but from the beginning was imbricated in anticolonial-queer struggle that 

tentatively knew – in the words of the WFS motto – that “another world is possible.”  

During the two-day workshop we created a space where we were able to refrain from 

positioning ourselves in relation to dominant idioms and geographies as the primary terrain 

of struggle and conversation. Instead we connected across marginalized, but not marginal, 

discourses that are forced to remain separated, out of place, and illegible within the purview 

of liberal individualism and settler temporalities. Our challenge was to create a space for 

understanding the plurality of our experiences and struggles without capitulating to the 

available terms framing our various struggles, or resort to assumptive solidarities. 

Navigating my own whiteness in the space became a question of interrupting its ongoing 

ascendency and aligning myself, and also especially my listening practices and privileges, to 

the anticolonial-queer politics and decolonial-queer framework shaping the space.    

At the end of each workshop day we presented a public panel discussion. Angela Y. 

Davis and Gina Dent joined the workshop participants to reflect on a decade of Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer activism and transnational responses to the movement. Several activists 

presented stories from their own contexts about resisting Zionist settler colonialism, facing 

backlash, and possibilities for future work. Davis and Dent were invited to respond to the 

stories of these activists and to help us think through what such experiences might mean. 

Both speakers took the time to respond to potentialities that Palestinian anticolonial-queer 

activism opens up and how it alters the terrain of struggle. During the public panels a 

different kind of space-making practice produced intergenerational and interstruggle 

conversations that foregrounded a Palestinian decolonial-queer framework as the central 

terrain of struggle and potential. It generated alternative, interconnected, and resistant 

geographies through which a decolonized Palestine could be imagined. Rather than 

focusing on a critique of pinkwashing, the public panels held space for reflecting on how 

Palestinian decolonial-queer activism offers a different conceptual framework for 

understanding the ongoing catastrophe of Palestine. 

In her talk during the panel “Sexual Discourses in the Zionist Project: Queer Politics 

and Liberation,” Dent explained how Palestinian queer activism and Queer Visions open up 

a space for South-to-South conversations. She explained how such encounters interlink 

struggles and exchange tactics that do not always begin with responding to the dominant. 

The dominant here refers to the imperative to react to an incitement to discourse around 
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pinkwashing, sexual rights, dominant representations of Israel/Palestine, and to the 

hegemony of the idiom of critique available in the “global academy.” The incitement to react 

redirects attention and energy by moving away from centering the experiences, voices, 

silences, and analyses of the Palestinian queer movement.9 The ability to generate such 

conversations is intimately tied to the spaces in which these conversations happen. In the 

previous chapters, I have shown how both the NGO and academic industrial complexes 

within dominant settler geographies remain intransigent to Palestinian anticolonial-queer 

critique. The location of the self-organized forum in the South was crucial for generating 

other conditions of possibility for decolonial-queer space-making practices outside of 

hegemonic spaces of address. 

According to Dent, South-to-South conversations reconsider “what it would take for 

us not be situated in various minoritized discourses and spaces where each thing we are 

saying has to be contested through the dominant framework and all of us are separated from 

each other and our struggle” (“Sexual Discourses”). She criticized hegemonic queer politics, 

“which are so focused on moving from individual identities out into the world through 

politics which are first defined as a politics of sexuality and then to other politics” (“Sexual 

Discourses”). What it would mean to turn away from the predefined dominant idiom remains 

unknown, but there is a necessity for such conversations to happen if we want to think about 

“how we want to create a language for the future, which is open to a plurality of our 

experiences” (“Sexual Discourses”). Within such a context a different politics of address is 

at work, which is no longer mired in simply critiquing the here and now, but operates a 

decolonial-queer sense of futurity in which experience is not just bound by dominant 

geographies and their discourses, but by a shared sense of past and present struggle.  

Dent argued that Palestinian anticolonial-queer activism not only resists Israel’s 

dominance, it also carves out other spatio-temporalities that operate on the fringes of 

pinkwashing’s liberal idiom (Dent 2012). Similarly, Chandra Talpade Mohanty talks about 

attuning to different temporalities of struggle that defy and subvert “the logic of European 

modernity and the ‘law of identical temporality…’ and [suggest] an insistent, simultaneous, 

nonsynchronous process characterized by multiple locations, rather than a search for 
                                                        
9 For Dent “the South can be in a lot of different parts of the world” (“Sexual Discourses”). She recounted 
her experience of joining a delegation of women of color and indigenous women to Palestine in 2010, 
where she met with PQBDS. She describes how they “immediately had a shorthand” for conversation 
despite generational, geographical, and situational differences. She theorized this experience as a South-
to-South dialogue that operates in a “different discursive time” and described it as an example of sharing 
experiences and struggles outside of the parameters of global queer and feminist discourses. For her the 
South is a location of epistemic disenfranchisement and epistemic rupture not necessarily only a place on 
the map. Of course, as a white scholar and activist, I cannot be a partner in a south-to-south conversation, 
but I can contribute to space-making practices to create spaces to further south-to-south frameworks and 
networks. 
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endings” (Mohanty, Feminism 120). In talking about scenes of speaking and listening as 

matters of space, place, and location, the scene from which one speaks and for which one 

holds space is equally as important as the act of speaking-listening. Depending on the 

context, a speech-act is (in)felicitous, but rather than closure, the infelicity of the act shows 

what exceeds existing parameters, or the “inhabitability of the normal.” 

South-to-South conversations are inherently spatial practices. Dent reminded us that 

South-to-South is not just about topography that concerns a place on the map considered 

the South. The South can be everywhere, because it is composed of colonized and 

postcolonial/postcolonized subjects who have (been)/are scattered across the globe through 

histories of colonization, displacement, enslavement, ongoing imperial and settler colonial 

displacements, and ethnic cleansing.10 As McKittrick also shows, subaltern geographies 

operate on multiple spatio-temporal planes where their spatial production is central to 

uneven, dominant geographies, and simultaneously and continuously produces different 

geographic imaginaries. South-to-South conversations are never fully outside the folds of 

modernity as a dominant spatio-temporal formation, but they hold the promise to provide 

other conceptual grids and, importantly spaces, of understanding structural and systemic 

injustice and inequality – they (re)-present particular historicities and sites of struggle that 

demand a different future.  

Queer Visions provided a space from which to continue to imagine a Palestine “not 

yet to come” that has perhaps already been and continues to be, although it remains 

unimaginable within the settler colonial context. These space-making practices operate in 

anticipation of a future located on a horizon that is not and cannot be known. In this sense, 

they tread on demonic grounds. Queer Visions did not only establish Palestine through a 

discourse of absence and loss, but also through envisioning a futurity. The demonic takes on 

a shape “without a determined, or knowable outcome… that cannot predicted” (McKittrick, 

Demonic xxiv) that however temporarily lives another kind of future. As a non-deterministic 

model, the demonic does not necessarily override the dominant, but always already operates 

parallel to it to offer different conceptions of humanness “from which we can imagine the 

world and more humanly workable geographies” (xxv). It is here that demonic grounds meet 

Muñoz the queer futurity. 

                                                        
10 Although, the South can be anywhere. Considering power asymmetries, however, this does not mean 
that anyone (especially speaking from a position of whiteness) can take part in a South-to-South 
conversation. I understand my role and position as a white scholar and activist within this context through 
the practice of writing with and listening to South-to-South conversations. 
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Muñoz engages in a polemic against the “here and now” of dominant strands of 

contemporary queer critique and the pragmatism of the gay agenda and argues for a queer 

futurity of the “not yet.” He writes: 

 
Queerness is not yet here. Queerness is an ideality. Put another way, we are not yet 
queer. We may never touch queerness, but we can feel it as the warm illumination of 
a horizon imbued with potentiality. We have never been queer, yet queerness exists 
for us as an ideality that can be distilled from the past and used to imagine a future. 
Queerness is essentially about the rejection of a here and now and an insistence on 
potentiality or concrete possibility for another world. (Muñoz 1) 
 

The queerness of the demonic grounds Queer Visions envisions the future under conditions 

of subjugation and ongoing geographic displacement. Yet, the outcome of that decolonial-

queer vision, for without the decolonial such a queer horizon remains caught within the here 

and now, remains unpredictable as it aspires to a world that is not yet here but already lived.  

One aim of Queer Visions was to position Palestinian queer activist frameworks as 

integral to the larger conversations at the forum on Palestinian liberation. Through our 

efforts we attempted to show that struggles around sexual politics are not a minoritized 

subset of concerns “because they are about queers” (Dent “Sexual Discourses”), but that 

they are central conceptual concerns in thinking about Israel/Palestine and the forms of 

Palestinian liberation. One concrete example for shifting the terms of engagement was to 

not only to focus on pinkwashing as a site of queer politics, but also to understand 

pinkwashing as part of the broader deployment of sexual politics within the Zionist project 

and thus as intimately connected to the bio- and necropolitics of the settler state. We started 

calling this entanglement between sexuality and Zionism “Zionist sexual politics.” The 

conceptual shift from instances of pinkwashing to viewing pinkwashing as integral to the 

analytical and political field of settler colonial sexual politics allowed us to expand our 

terrain of struggle from simply reacting to a branding campaign to thinking through 

transforming the terms of engagement with Israel’s settler colonial project altogether. 

In the epigraph at the beginning of the chapter, Davis explains how she sees that 

queer BDS broadens the “terrain of struggle.” This broadening does not refer to adding 

another marginal perspective to the mix, or simply supplementing existing critical 

frameworks. Rather it requires a “different kind of literacy” to develop “new ways of 

engaging in ideological struggle (Davis “What is”). Both Davis and McKittrick adopt a 

reading-out-of-confinement strategy that looks toward political spaces that emerge from and 

through confinement. Reading-out-of-confinement allows Palestinian anticolonial-queer 
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critiques to broaden and make space in defiance of the biocentric world order in which they 

function as its constitutive outside, or in Wynter’s words, as its human Other.  

One of the challenges of Palestinian decolonial-queer space-making is that it requires 

a reconfiguration of the significance of public space, what translates into the public space, 

and the very mobility not only of bodies, but also of ideas that shift conceptions of the 

human and the social outside the settler colonial frame. The intimate spaces of our 

workshops produced a breath of fresh air where spatial reconfiguration, even if only 

imaginary and transitory, could take place. Decolonial-queer space-making practices are 

about longing, desire, and affectively being together in space. Such a being-together-in-

space temporarily holds ground for a different way of feeling and being in the world, which is 

intimately queer. It requires different affective registers and attunements through which 

othered bodies can move and breathe in a suffocating planet. It alters dominant spatial 

arrangements that thrive on the dispossession of colonized queer subjectivities. This 

however does not mean that there was no friction in the space, especially because of the 

presence of whiteness, mine included. Nonetheless, whiteness was prevented from taking 

over the space and re-centering itself.  

 

6.3 The In-and-Out-Of-Placeness of Decolonia l-queer Space-Making.  

 

To challenge something that “just is,” as many subaltern subjects have, can be a very 
threatening geographic act; it is punishable, erasable, and oppositional. 

- Katherine McKittrick 
 

During the march through the center of Porto Alegre, our presence did not remain 

unnoticed. Our sixteen bodies created a queer presence within the march, which was met 

with both support and hostility. Our black and pink signs, devoid of rainbow flags, read “No 

To Israeli Pinkwashing: Queer Visions at the World Social Forum: Free Palestine” and 

“Queers Against Israeli Apartheid.” We were simultaneously out of place and in place. What 

was so queer about these space-making practices? How did they exceed simply bringing 

queers together in space?  

The march was a difficult terrain to navigate. Although it held great potential for 

coalitions and solidarities, it was also a multilayered experience filled with joy, anger, and 

solidarity, which each Queer Visions participant experienced differently. Our queer block 

was met with support from other marchers and bystanders. They walked with us, danced 

with us, or simply smiled and waved. At the same time, the truck that pulled the stage with 

the microphone remained occupied by familiar hegemonic male speakers from within 
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Palestinian and Brazilian organizations. As we assembled along the river, we gathered 

around the truck to listen to the speakers. Not to our surprise, but nonetheless to our 

frustration, the male organizers remained on the truck actively blocking others from entering 

the stage. When Rafeef Ziadeh – Palestinian refugee, feminist activist, scholar and spoken 

word artist – attempted to mount the truck and address the crowd, the men around her 

blocked her and pushed her to the side. In her reflections on the WSF she writes: 

 
Although, some of the strongest contributions to workshops came from Palestinian 
women and Palestinian feminist organisations, on the big plenaries and in the main 
rally women’s voices were marginalized. However, this did not deter from the overall 
enthusiasm and commitment of all present to intensify their efforts in the struggle for 
Palestinian rights. (Ziadeh 2013) 
 

The march was a contested site in which the struggle for space took up a large part of the 

efforts of both feminist and queer coalitions. Even though we all gathered in celebration of 

Palestinian liberation and in defiance of the settle state, hegemonic patriarchal narratives 

for Palestinian liberation attempted to dominate the march. This led feminist, queer, and 

also youth coalitions to seek solace and solidarity with each other within that space. The 

terrain of struggle is not only the settler colonial state, but also the hegemonic patriarchal 

narratives for Palestinian liberation, which further entrench the racial-sexual arrangements 

of the Zionist state. Despite the contentions, as Ziadeh also states, the space remained full 

of potential and commitment to Palestinian liberation and did not result in its dismissal.  

Several Palestinian (feminist) scholars have addressed the problem of a limited 

patriarchal perspective for Palestinian liberation and are critical of feminist national 

liberation projects that do not alter the masculine and patriarchal terms of liberation.11 Nahla 

Abdo argues that although “mostly critical of the male politics of the Palestinian national 

leadership, of the national government and its economic and social institutions … it must be 

said that the theorizing of women’s status ought to be more inclusive if not comprehensive” 

(Abdo 38). Not unlike Abdo, Amal Amireh charts how the “gendered national narrative is 

concerned with constructing, using, and disciplining the bodies of both women and men, 

but feminist scholars, in their efforts to reinscribe women into nationalism, tend for the most 

part to ignore men and masculinity” (Amireh, “Between” 749). In her work, she engages 

specifically with the ways in which the Palestinian national narrative is gendered and re-

inscribes the woman as land, which can be penetrated by the Israeli invader and, at the 

same time, is in need of protection provided by Palestinian male resistance fighters 
                                                        
 11 See, for example the work, of Rabab Abdulhadi (1998), Amal Amireh (2003), Eileen Kuttab (2008), or 
Nahla Abdo (2011). 
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(“Between”). This reifies the gendered nature of the national narratives of occupation and of 

resistance. In The Persistence of the Palestinian Question, Massad also focuses on how the 

gendered nature of the liberation narrative feeds into heteronormative and patriarchal 

understandings of Palestinian land and liberation. He argues, “the important task for 

anticolonial nationalists is not only to define gender roles in relation to each other (female-

male), but also to define both in relation to the nationalist project, and in doing so 

dissociating national identity from any colonial contamination” (Massad, Persistence 43). 

Nadera Shalhoub-Kevorkian discusses how “the Palestinian woman in the Jewish state is a 

woman who confronts and defies biopolitical, geopolitical, and necropolitical Zionist settler 

colonialism, as well as socio-patriarchal oppression” (Shalhoub-Kevorkian “Palestinian 

Feminist”). Being attentive to the persistence of settler colonial logics of racial-sexual 

domination at work in patriarchal narratives of Palestinian liberation shows how the spatio-

temporality of liberal settler frames reappears in some anticolonial frameworks that seek to 

redress these. Anticolonial frameworks of liberation sometimes operate within existing 

frameworks of dispossession and erasure and risk displacing these frameworks onto others 

within the social order. This does not mean that queer and feminist Palestinian activism 

does not also prioritize the Palestinian liberation struggle, or that dominant strands of 

liberation can simply be dismissed. Rather, I hope to draw attention to how queer presence 

at the march shifted the terrain of struggle in terms of what liberation entails and also 

exposed the multilayered workings of dominant geographies. Queer interventions did not 

mean adding sexual and gender equality to the agenda but radically shifted the terrain of 

struggle itself to a different kind of idiom of liberation and decolonial spatial practices that 

do not re-iterate dominant scenes of speaking. 

As our banner and name showed, Queer Visions took shape at the forum. Locating 

itself within or integral to, rather than at the fringes of the forum’s conversations both 

spatially and discursively, Queer Visions reshaped the potential and meaning of the space. It 

became part of the messiness of liberation, from which a queer vision of liberation unfolded 

rather than simply adding queers to fold. The other banner “Queers Against Israeli 

Apartheid” discursively shows the presence of queers in the fight against the settler colonial 

state. The queer and trans* activists at the forum are neither merely passive recipients of 

Israeli pinkwashing, nor are they the constitutive outside of pinkwashing. Queer and trans* 

activists are present in the line of struggle, and moreover, generative of a different terrain of 

struggle to dismantle the settler state.  

On the last day of the forum, all the groups met at the final General Assembly (GA) 

where they were invited to read out loud their proposed resolutions, which would then be 



Queer Visions for Unsettling the Settler State  155 

accepted or rejected. Our last panel discussion was still in process when we received word 

that the GA had been pushed forward. We were one of the last panels still in session on the 

last day of the WSF. Some of us were forced to leave the panel with our resolutions in hand, 

and rush to the GA – somewhere else in the city of 1.5 million people – in order to submit 

them on time. All of us hurried to the GA immediately after our panel, only to discover that 

our resolution had been clumped together and barely summarized alongside other “social 

group resolutions” to the advantage of the resolutions of the more established Palestinian 

organizations. In this case, “social groups” meant feminists, queers, and youth. In the midst 

of the chaos of multiple simultaneous translations, a failed audio system, and the hustle and 

bustle of people coming in late due to the change in time, it was difficult for us to assess 

what had happened. Yet, we all had this queer sense of being written out of that political 

space after all the work we had put into the project. Some of us were overwhelmed by shock, 

sadness, anger, and fear. But we all felt the need to intervene to not let business-as-usual 

determine the contours of the GA.  

After summoning our energies and quickly deliberating the uses of direct action 

methods – considering whom could partake in direct action and for whom it would be too 

risky – we ended up on stage with the microphone in our hands along with a Latinx12 

feminist organizer who was ready to translate for us word-for-word into Portañol (a mixture 

of Portuguese and Spanish) the resolutions that had taken us two days to prepare. Although 

we were a group of people who had just only met and started working together two days 

prior, there was a concerted, perhaps even historical feeling of being written out-of-place in 

that moment, in which as Palestinian, as people of color, as queers, as trans* people, as 

women, we felt the histories of spatial erasures weighing on us. At the same time, legacies 

of anticolonial, indigenous, Palestinian, and black feminist, trans*, and queer struggles that 

had inspired our gathering lifted us up to step onto that stage. That moment of political 

action and political imagination took shape not only through a looking back in order to 

envision the future, but also through a feeling back and a feeling the future together. It 

moreover took shape through the decolonial-queer spatial practices of the bodies gathered 

on stage. 

Selma, one of Queer Vision’s activists, bravely faced a rowdy audience as we covered 

the stage with our banners, and read: 

 
Pinkwashing is a tactic that uses gay rights to divert attention away from the 
continued violation of Palestinian human rights and the conditions of Israel’s 

                                                        
12 The “x” in Latinx is a gender-neutral way to avoid the masculine/feminine denomination of proper nouns 
in Spanish. 
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apartheid system, occupation and colonization of Palestinian land. The 
manifestations of pinkwashing include, but are not limited to: gay tourism to Israel, 
cultural and social promotion of Israel as the only country in the region with gay 
rights, and all public forums that promote LGBT issues over the universal human 
rights of all Palestinians. 
 
We, the assembly of the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre in 2012, hereby decide 
to: 
 
1. identify pinkwashing as one of the main strategies used by the Israeli state and its 
supporters to divert attention away from the oppression of the Palestinian people; 
2. oppose the use of pinkwashing by Israel; 
3. actively support the work of organizations resisting pinkwashing as an essential 
part of the movement; 
4. fight against racism, Islamophobia, and forms of sexual and bodily oppressions 
including patriarchy, sexism, homophobia and transphobia in all societies. 
 
By this, we agree to promote the struggle of Palestinian queers and people fighting 
against pinkwashing as part of the broader Palestine liberation and solidarity 
movement in the struggle against Israeli apartheid, occupation and colonization. 
(Pinkwatching Israel, “General Assembly Declaration” 2012) 

 

The decolonial-queer framework emerging through space-making practices of Queer Visions 

was ultimately queer. The in-and-out-of-placeness of queerness both at the march and at the 

GA shows the complex workings of decolonial-queer space making. Such queer space 

making does not follow hegemonic narratives of either homonormativity, or radical queer 

separatedness from society. It demands both a being together with while, at the same time, 

unsettling hegemonic spaces of liberation politics. These disruptions of the status quo of 

established narratives of Palestinian liberation showed that the possibility of un otro mundo 

is intimately tied to imagining bodies and spaces differently. Uneven geographies and 

liberation projects are not simple stories of North-South or East-West divisions. Generating 

different genres of humanness outside the biocentric order requires an attunement to 

decolonial-queer practices as simultaneously being-out-of-place-in-place as it offers a 

glimpse of more humanly workable geographies. 
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6.3 Decolonia l-Queer Horizons 
 

Decolonization offers a different perspective to human and civil rights based approaches to 
justice, an unsettling one, rather than a complementary one. Decolonization is not an “and”. It is 

an elsewhere. 
- Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang 

 

As I have shown in previous chapters, Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique does not settle 

for simple versions of human rights. Palestinian queer activism is ultimately and intimately 

about decolonizing Palestine. The necessity to foreground the precarious discourse created 

by alQaws and PQBDS was the main motor behind Queer Visions. All the activists involved 

worked to create a more coherent transnational anticolonial-queer activism that extended 

beyond relying on reductive narratives of rights and sexual solidarity, or simplistic accounts 

of Palestinian liberation. The main task was to formulate an anticolonial-queer approach to 

end Israeli/Euro/U.S. domination and to offer another lens that understands Palestinian 

liberation as a multilayered and multidirectional project that promotes a decolonial vision, 

which is not founded upon patriarchy and a “national liberation first, social liberation later” 

format. The different kind of literacy created by Queer Visions did not start with theory, but 

with what Lebanese feminist activist Lynn Darwich calls a queer mode of grassroots 

theorizing (Darwich “What is”).  

Such a mode of grassroots theorizing connects analysis, critique, and discourse to 

the land as the grounds from which decolonizing practices and critiques can emerge. In the 

context of Palestine, grassroots is not a just a metaphor for thinking from the bottom up or 

for thinking from below. Grassroots theorizing is centrally about thinking from, or 

foregrounding a thinking from the roots that ties theorizing to questions of indigenous 

sovereignty and land. Such grassroots theorizing elicits how decolonization in the settler 

colony, in the words of Tuck and Yang:  

 
involve[s] repatriation of land simultaneous to the recognition of how land and 
relations to land have always already been differently understood and enacted; that 
is, all of the land, and not just symbolically… Settler colonialism and its 
decolonization implicates and unsettles everyone. (“Decolonization” 7)  
 

Grassroots theorizing persistently resists the uprooting of Palestinians by the settler state. 

At Queer Visions, Palestine was not only a faraway elsewhere, or a longing for a historic 

place, but it emerged as a future decolonized space from which Palestinians have been 

uprooted, but from which they remain inalienable. Grassroots takes on a material meaning 
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here as it is intimately tied to space-making practices that suggest that although you cut the 

roots, the seeds will continue to grow.  

Grassroots theorizing (re)turns to the sites that were lost or rendered theoretically 

illegible within the idiom of critique or dominant geographic imaginaries presently available. 

It creates space for bodies, affects, and desires that were erased by organizing space 

differently. It positions the question of the production of knowledge, desire, and belonging 

within lived experience and within land. Decolonization is not simply a metaphor for 

resisting domination, but has to coincide with unsettling the settler state and setter 

subjectivities and with foregrounding indigenous epistemologies, practices, and critiques. 

To repeat the words of Barakat, it serves “a deeply scholarly [and activist] mode of 

indigenous resistance in Palestine” (2).  

Decolonization neither begins nor ends with a Palestinian nation-state, but rather 

engages modes of knowing and being that require a constant unsettling of land, bodies, and 

desires towards more humanly workable geographies.13 The presence of Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer activism unsettles Zionist settler colonial scripts and exposes the limits of 

settler discourses and spaces. It unsettles the parameters through which queer lives and 

politics coalesce(d) with capitalism, nationalism, settler colonialism, and imperialism in the 

present. In the words of Muñoz:  

 
We must strive, in the face of the here and now’s totalizing rendering of reality, to 
think and feel a then and there. Some will say that all we have are the pleasures of 
this moment, but we must never settle for that minimal transport; we must dream and 
enact new and better pleasures, other ways of being in the world, and ultimately new 
worlds. (Muñoz 1; emphasis added) 
 

Liberal settler discourses ensnare the conditions of possibility for political action, 

imagination, and space making in the present, rendering illegible the possibility of a then-

and-there-within-here imagined by Palestinian decolonial-queer activism. The practices of 

unsettling take place through interventions in the social text, through spatial practices that 

persist under settler colonial occupation and shape other modes of being in the world. They 

operate within other spatio-temporalities that unsettle the existing terrain of domination and 

of struggle. 

                                                        
13 As many other decolonizing processes have shown, the decolonization of lands does not necessarily 
lead to a transformative sense of justice, nor does it end the effects of colonial histories. New leaders in 
some decolonized states and (neo)imperial capitalist endeavors continue to both dominate and oppress 
local populations. 
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Such future-oriented literacies and scenes of speaking challenge modes of academic 

writing, critique, and research. They destabilize frameworks of individual, extractivist, and 

specialist expertise within the academic and NGO industrial complexes and move towards 

the production of knowledge, which emerges through mutual, reciprocal, and community-

building efforts that have a fundamentally grassroots dimension that is always strategic, 

comes from multiple directions, and allows for deep understandings of historical contexts 

and geopolitical specificities from which such sites of struggle emerge. The attunement to 

different scenes of speaking foregrounds a methodology towards queer decolonization that 

is unpredictable and perhaps incommensurable with hegemonic frames of struggle and 

critique. 

Palestinian decolonial-queer frameworks suggest that considering the present is not 

enough. What bound together decolonizing knowledge and space, grassroots theorizing, and 

the creation of a different kind of literacy at Queer Visions was precisely a decolonial-queer 

scene of acting, speaking, and listening. First, decolonization was not only framed in 

economic and geographic terms, but also in terms of desire and experience. Second, the 

creation of a different literacy was presented as multidirectional. This provided the means to 

understand and resist Zionist (sexual) politics; to rethink the meaning of transnational queer 

politics today; to provide alternative decolonial-queer articulations; and to reconfigure the 

meaning of Palestinian liberation outside the purview of its nationalist patriarchal version. 

Third, Queer Visions’ proposals sprung from experiences of working at the grassroots level, 

and especially from foregrounding Palestinian anticolonial-queer discourses and space-

making endeavors. Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique and decolonial space-making 

practices open up a different vision of the future not yet to come that requires other modes 

of political action and political imagination that reach beyond the liberal settler state.  

 The decolonial-queer visions, spaces, and articulations that were enacted at the WSF 

became part of the anticolonial and multidirectional efforts to resist Zionist settler 

colonialism and its identity politics that simultaneously employed historical reflection and 

future imagining. These decolonial-queer articulations created the conditions of possibility 

for different modes of seeing, listening, feeling, and moving through the world. They did not 

attempt to establish a new queer identity or alliances based on sexual solidarity but rather 

resisted the Zionist configuration and erasure of Palestine and Palestinians. They shaped 

practices of discernment that do not only regard Zionist dispossession of Palestinians in 

economic and political terms, but moreover, in the ways it penetrates the very embodied and 

material realms of subjectivity and knowledge. Within these conversations, a decolonial-
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queer framework becomes central to the broader struggle for liberation, which cannot be 

reduced to homophobia or pinkwashing as the main terrain of struggle.  

 I would like to return to Davis’s “different kind of literacy,” which specifically engages 

our reading practices and practices of seeing and listening, and complement it with the 

necessity to attune to different scenes of speaking-listening that can enact, produce, and 

give space to conditions of possibility for a decolonial-queer horizon. It is the space where 

writing, seeing, hearing, silence, and speaking overlap in imagining alternative and perhaps 

presently impossible futures.  

 What my reading – developed over years of involvement and collaboration with 

different activist projects – of this movement’s work tries to show is that these anticolonial-

queer critiques and decolonial space-making practices operate across, in resistance to, and 

within dominant formations: be it Israeli lesbigay politics, Israel’s pinkwashing and gay 

tourism campaign, contemporary practices of academic queer critique, the NGO industrial 

complex, or the very site of Palestinian liberation. The strategies, tactics, and practices of 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique and decolonial-queer space-making practices are not 

always commensurable, legible, or audible through the standards of liberalism or the 

critiques presently available. Yet, when placed in conversation with one another, these 

strategies, tactics, and practices urge for a different kind of literacy and a different 

attunement to decolonial-queer scenes of speaking. The politics of address multiply across 

uneven geographies and discursive formations. They can be mobilized within a larger 

struggle for Palestinian liberation; they alter the terms of contemporary sexual politics; and 

they resist Zionist settler colonialism. Such scenes of speaking transform the domain and 

role of the listener and hence generate different conditions of possibility for responding to 

PQBDS’s call. The avenues for political and geographical action and imagination emerging 

from within Palestinian decolonial-queer activism offer hope for a different kind of futurity 

that historicizes the Zionist settler colonial present and ongoing Palestinian struggle so that 

we might be able to catch a glimpse of another kind of future after the Zionist state. 
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Epi logue 

Four hundred bodies: living, dancing, moving, breathing, sweating together on the dance 

floor at the Comfort 13 Club at the border between Jaffa and Tel Aviv. They are all gathered 

for the monthly alQaws’s Queer Party. It is early in the evening (the party ends at midnight) 

and the club is already packed with people from all around historic Palestine. The line 

outside is crowded and the few Israelis who try to get into the party are thrown off by the 

hosts refusal to speak Hebrew at the entrance to their otherwise familiar club: “Arabic or 

English habibti, this is not your night.” After failed attempts to overpower the indifferent host 

with angry Hebrew slander, the affronted Israeli queers leave defeated. Some Israelis do 

attend the party, but their presence seems out of place as they hang back timidly in corners 

of the club, hesitantly shuffling their feet to the Arabic dance beats, as they watch the night 

unfold.  

People crowd the dance floor to dance and make out, or slip away to intimate corners 

and toilet stalls where sweat condenses on the ceiling only to fall down again like a warm 

rain as the night progresses. People elbow each other in front of the mirror as they relay the 

latest gossip. The space fills with smoke as the hot, brightly colored lights cause drops of 

sweat to roll down my back as the night moves on. A group of Palestinian female DJs blast 

the latest Arabic pop songs and wedding classics. Voices become louder. People are 

singing. The highpoint of the night occurs when one of the DJs mixes traditional Palestinian 

Dabkeh with contemporary beats and people gather arm in arm, and step-hop-jump, as the 

bodies move effortlessly in response to the tunes, as ancestral energy moving muscle, bone, 

and flesh. 

This is certainly not the site where Palestinian queers rely on the presence of a liberal 

and progressive Tel Aviv gay culture to come together to celebrate a “secret freedom.”1 It is a 

gathering that radically undermines existing settler geographies and reclaims this border 

between the annexed city of Jaffa and the “white city” of Tel Aviv as a Palestinian decolonial-

queer geography. It is out-of-sync with settler colonial spatio-temporalities and dances to a 

different beat. Reconfiguring Comfort 13 at that particular intersection where Jaffa and Tel 

Aviv meet creates a different geography and a site, which is significantly Palestinian. The 

party is not a sign that Palestinian queers need Israel in order to thrive. It dances to a 

decolonial rhythm, imaginary, and geography of and for Palestine. 

                                                        
1 For instance, in the Times of Israel, Michal Shmulovich describes the alQaws parties as a space where 
“firmly closeted” Palestinian queers can celebrate a “secret freedom” (“Secret”). 
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The alQaws party plays a different tune that is embodied by the people on the dance 

floor, the music blasting through the speakers, the Palestinian-Arabic dialect spoken at the 

door, and the defiance of existing settler geographies by those who crossed actual and 

metaphorical borders and checkpoints to come to the party. These gathering bodies are of 

and in a different time. The party plays its own tune of futurity: a geographic imaginary that 

takes place before, during, and in the potential future that opens up after Zionist settler 

colonialism – a freedom not yet to come but one that is already lived in the past and the 

present.  

A little after midnight, grumpy Russian-speaking bouncers ask us to leave. 

Reluctantly, elated bodies flood the alley of the club ready to gather again and again and 

again. 
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Summary – Queering the Occupation: From Zionist Sexual Pol it ics 
to Palestinian Decolonia l-Queer Imaginaries 

This dissertation addresses a gap between the existing critical theoretical frameworks that 

discuss the role of gender and sexuality in the context of Israel/Palestine (and elsewhere) 

and what it calls Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques. Such critiques emerge from 

Palestinian queer communities and offer novel perspectives on the Israel/Palestine crisis. 

First, Queering the Occupation examines the role of sexual politics in Israel’s Zionist project 

by looking at what I call the “itineraries” of Israel’s gay and lesbian movement from the late 

1980s until the present; how gay rights and gay life in Israel’s Brand Israel campaign are 

employed; and at how the gay tourism industry impacts Israel’s image globally. Second, it 

examines critical and liberal responses to Israel’s use of sexuality and gender in its branding 

efforts. More specifically, it studies how these responses determine the conditions of 

possibility for political action, and the political imagination in and about Israel/Palestine in 

the present. It does so by exploring the debates within scholarly, media, and activist 

contexts in Israel/Palestine, North America, and Europe, which discuss the Israeli state’s 

uses of sexual politics. Last, it engages with Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques and 

decolonial-queer space-making practices, foregrounding novel conceptual understandings 

of the Israel/Palestine context that are located outside conventional parameters, which thus 

far failed to bring social justice to that context. 

 Queering the Occupation begins with a Prologue where I present the context from 

within which this project emerged and position myself within it. 

 In the Introduction ,  I lay out the theoretical and interdisciplinary fields within 

which Queering the Occupation is situated. I begin with a short overview of the historical 

occurrences, contexts, and theoretical debates relevant to this dissertation. I then proceed 

with a discussion of the analytics I employ and elaborate on the specific focus on sexual 

politics and settler colonialism. Afterwards, I discuss the methodological approaches and 

the main questions of this project, which are, how to respond to Palestinian anticolonial-

queer calls for social justice?; and how to listen differently to Palestinian anticolonial-queer 

critiques? 

The entanglements between sexual politics and Zionist settler colonialism are the key 

concerns of the first three chapters of Queering the Occupation. Chapter One: “From the 

Closet into the Knesset:” Zionist Sexual Polit ics and the Formation of Settler 

Subjectivity examines Zionist sexual politics as a particular mode of settler colonial 

subject making. It analyzes how the inclusion of Israeli gays and lesbians into the state 
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constitutes, inscribes, and obscures the colonization of Palestine and Palestinians. The 

itinerary of Israel’s gay movement is juxtaposed with Zionist discourses in a discussion of 

popular, academic, and activist representations of the gay movement that shows how the 

Zionist project becomes articulated on novel terms.  

Chapter Two: Pinkwashing and the Limits of the Political Imagination 

investigates Israel’s pinkwashing campaign. Pinkwashing describes the Israeli state’s uses 

of gay rights and gay life to divert attention from the occupation of Palestinian lands and the 

ongoing human rights violations. I look at pinkwashing as a problem for political thought 

and action, as well as for the political imagination, in the context of Israel/Palestine. In my 

discursive and visual analysis of Israel’s pinkwashing campaign, I suggest that pinkwashing 

consolidates the global geopolitical divisions between “liberal” and “illiberal” states. I move 

beyond a critique of pinkwashing’s deployment of liberal tropes and values that brand Israel 

as a liberal nation-state through its instatement of gay rights and ask how is pinkwashing 

emblematic of how the spatio-temporal project of liberalism structures the conditions of 

possibility for political thought and action today?  

 Chapter Three: Zionist It ineraries and the Gay Tourism Industry is based 

on research conducted in Jerusalem in the winter of 2015. I look at the ways in which gay 

tourism itineraries and visual narratives function within/as a cultural archive of Zionism, 

which houses and (re)constructs particular bodies, desires, and national and international 

intelligibilities that can then be consumed by the gay masses in the Global North. It shows 

how Israel’s gay tourism campaign draws on and constitutes a particular sight/site of 

Israel/Palestine by foreclosing others. It begins by scrutinizing prominent itineraries of gay 

travel agencies and then analyzes the ways in which the gay tourism industry promotes 

Israel through visual representations. This chapter scrutinizes the ideological undercurrents 

of gay tourism by considering the value of the gay tourism industry for Israel’s image 

abroad. 

 In the second part of the project, I closely examine responses to Israel’s pinkwashing 

campaign with a particular attention to the role that Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques 

play in pursuing social justice and a different kind of future for Israel/Palestine. Chapter 

Four: Towards Other Scenes of Speaking: Listening to Palestinian 

Anticolonial-Queer Critique is concerned with questions of what becomes audible as a 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique?; what does it demand of the listener?; and, what 

other scenes of speaking become visible when one engages with Palestinian anticolonial-

queer critique? Reading responses to Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques alongside 

theoretical elaborations by Saba Mahmood on the temporality of critique in minority-
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majority relations, Dina Al-Kassim on rebellious speech and the literary rant, and Jean-

Francois Lyotard on the concept of the differend, this chapter seeks to understand how 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques continue to encounter different(ial) modes of 

intransigence to their calls for justice and what this means for thinking about 

representation, injury, injustice, temporality, and political action regarding Israel/Palestine. 

Chapter Five: What Happens When It  Is Not About Gay Rights? looks into 

the global circulation of gay rights discourses within the context of the “war on terror” and 

Israel-Palestinian relations. It specifically discusses how Palestinian anticolonial-queer 

critiques engage – or rather refuse to engage – gay rights discourse. It provocatively asks, 

what happens when it is not about gay rights? This chapter suspends the notions of equality 

that gay rights purport to offer. Instead, I ask how Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques 

dismantle the fantasy that gay rights operate independently from systems of subjugation 

and control, particularly within Israel’s settler colonial present context. What other 

conditions of possibility for responding to the ongoing catastrophe of Palestine open up 

when the desire to resort to liberal legal paradigms is unsettled?  

In the last chapter, Chapter Six: Queer Visions for Unsettl ing the Settler 

State: An Engagement with Palestinian Decolonial-Queer Space-Making, I take 

up José Esteban Muñoz’s proposal to imagine queer futurity and propose a decolonial-queer 

lens for doing so. I move from anticolonial-queer critique I turn to Palestinian decolonial-

queer space-making practices by engaging Katherine McKittrick’s re-reading of Sylvia 

Wynter’s call for “more humanly workable geographies” in her book Demonic Grounds: 

Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle (2006). Here, I deliberately shift the frame 

of analysis from anticolonial-queer critiques to decolonial-queer space-making practices. 

The chapter shows how decolonial-queer frameworks operate not only against, but also 

alongside and beyond settler spatio-temporalities, proselytizing a time when the anticolonial 

is no longer be necessary. Attending to a particular space created by the Palestinian queer 

movement during the World Social Forum: Free Palestine in Porto Alegre, Brazil in 2012, I 

examine how it created a space for other intelligibilities to be lived, felt, and heard that – as 

spatial practice – embody a freedom not yet to come.  

 The ongoing and further escalation of the catastrophe of Palestine warrants the 

absence of a conclusion, a misleading indication of a point of closure. Instead, and perhaps 

more appropriately, Queering the Occupation provides an Epilogue that captures the hopes 

for a more just future this dissertation aspires to contribute to working toward.
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Samenvatting – Bezetting Gequeerd: Van Zionistische 
Seksual iteitspol it iek naar Palestijnse Dekolonia le-Queer 
Verbeelding 

Dit proefschrift bestudeert een kloof tussen bestaande kritisch-theoretische kaders die de rol 

van gender en seksualiteit in de context van Israël/Palestina (en elders) bestuderen en wat 

in het proefschrift Palestijnse antikoloniale-queer kritiek wordt genoemd. Deze antikoloniale-

queer kritiek wordt geformuleerd door de Palestijnse queergemeenschap en biedt nieuwe 

perspectieven voor het kijken naar de Israël/Palestina crisis. Ten eerste bestudeert Queering 

the Occupation de rol van de seksualiteitspolitiek in Israël’s Zionistische vestigingsproject 

door te kijken naar de ontwikkeling van Israëls homo- en lesbibeweging van laat 1980 tot 

heden; Israëls gebruikmaking van een homorechtendiscours in haar Brand Israel campagne; 

en de impact van het homotoerisme op Israëls internationale imago. Ten tweede bestudeert 

dit proefschrift de kritische en liberale reacties op Israëls gebruik van seksualiteit en gender 

in haar Brand Israel campagne. Specifiek analyseert het hoe deze reacties de voorwaarden 

voor de mogelijkheid van politiek actie en politieke verbeelding in en over Israël/Palestina 

beïnvloedt. Het proefschrift analyseert academische, journalistieke en activistische debatten 

waarin het gebruik van seksualiteitspolitiek door de Israëlische aan bod komt. Tot slot 

onderzoekt dit proefschrift hoe de dekoloniale-queer ruimtes en antikoloniale-queer kritiek 

gecreëerd door de Palestijnse queerbeweging nieuwe conceptuele ingangspunten biedt om 

te kijken naar Israël/Palestina. Deze ingangspunten gaan voorbij aan de conventionele 

kaders waarin de crisis vandaag de dag beschouwd wordt.  

Ik begin Queering the Occupation met een Proloog waarin ik de context beschrijf voor 

het idee voor dit proefschrift. Hierin zal ik mijzelf en mijn rol verder situeren. 

In de Introductie beschrijf ik de theoretische en interdisciplinaire kaders van dit 

onderzoek. Ik begin met een korte beschrijving van de historische voorvallen, context en 

theoretische debatten die in dit proefschrift centraal staan. Hierna bespreek ik de 

analytische kaders van dit project. Ik bespreek specifiek de termen “seksualiteitspolitiek” en 

“vestigingskolonialisme.” Tot slot beschrijf ik de methodologische aanpak met de nadruk op 

de vraag: Hoe te reageren op Palestijnse antikoloniale-queer oproepen tot sociale 

rechtvaardigheid en hoe anders te luisteren naar Palestijnse antikoloniale-queer kritiek? 

De relatie tussen seksualiteitspolitiek en het Zionistisch vestigingskolonialisme komt 

in de eerste drie hoofdstukken van Queering the Occupation aan bod. Hoofdstuk Een: “From 

the Closet into the Knesset:”Zionist Sexual Politics and the Formation of Settler Subjectivity 
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bestudeert de rol van de Zionistische seksualiteitspolitiek als een specifieke vorm van 

vestigingskoloniale (settler colonial) subjectformatie. Het bestudeert de inclusie van 

Israëlische homo’s en lesbiennes in de Israëlische staat en beargumenteert dat die inclusie 

slechts ontstaan kan wanneer de kolonisatie van Palestina en de Palestijnen als 

constitutieve buiten fungeert. Door de emancipatieweg van de Israëlische homobeweging 

naast die van historische en contemporaine Zionistische discoursen te plaatsen, bestudeert 

dit hoofdstuk hoe het Zionistisch project in nieuwe termen wordt geformuleerd. 

Hoofdstuk Twee: Pinkwashing and the Limits of the Political Imagination bestudeert 

Israel’s pinkwashing campagne. De term “pinkwashing” beschrijft hoe de Israëlische staat 

homorechtendiscoursen inzet om de aandacht af te leiden van Israëls bezetting van 

Palestijnse gebieden en de voortdurende mensenrechtenschendingen. Het hoofdstuk 

onderzoekt hoe pinkwashing het politiek denken, politieke actie en de politieke verbeelding 

in de context van Israel/Palestina beïnvloedt en beperkt. Door een discursieve en visuele 

analyse van Israëls pinkwashing campagne suggereert het hoofdstuk dat pinkwashing de 

geopolitieke, globale tweespalt tussen “liberale” en “illiberale” staten versterkt. Het 

hoofdstuk gaat hiermee verder dan simpelweg een kritiek op pinkwashing’s gebruik van 

liberale normen en waarden die Israël moeten omtoveren tot een liberale natiestaat vanwege 

de bestaande homorechten. In plaats hiervan vraagt dit hoofdstuk: Op wat voor manieren is 

pinkwashing symbolisch voor het liberalisme en de manier waarop politiek denken, actie en 

verbeelding hierin gestructureerd worden? 

Hoofdstuk Drie: Zionist Itineraries and the Gay Tourism Industry is gebaseerd op 

onderzoek in Jeruzalem in de winter van 2015. Ik onderzoek de manieren waarop 

reisbeschrijvingen (itineraries) en visuele representaties in de homotoerisme-industrie als 

een specifiek Zionistisch cultureel archief fungeren waarin geracialiseerde en 

geseksualiseerde lichamen, verlangens en nationale en internationale standaarden 

consumeerbaar worden gemaakt voor westerse homotoeristen. Het hoofdstuk toont aan hoe 

Israëls campagne voor homotoerisme een bepaald beeld van Israël schetst terwijl het de 

geopolitieke realiteit ontkent en verhult. Ik analyseer prominente reisbeschrijvingen van 

reisbureaus, gevolgd door een bespreking van de visuele representatie van Israël die de 

homotoerisme-industrie promoot. Door de waarde van het homotoerisme voor Israëls 

internationale imago te onderzoeken, geeft dit hoofdstuk inzicht in de ideologische 

ondertoon van het homotoerisme. 

Het tweede deel van dit onderzoek gaat dieper in op de reacties op Israëls 

pinkwashing campagne en specifiek op de rol van Palestijnse antikoloniale-queer kritiek in 

het streven naar sociale rechtvaardigheid en een andere toekomst voor Israël/Palestina. 
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Hoofdstuk Vier: Towards Other Scenes of Speaking: Listening to Palestinian Anticolonial-

Queer Critique gaat in op de vraag: wat wordt er verstaan onder Palestijnse antikoloniale-

queer kritiek? Wat vergt dit van de luisteraar? En, hoe worden andere scenes van spreken 

(scenes of speaking) hoorbaar en zichtbaar door een engagement met Palestijnse 

antikoloniale-queer kritiek? Ik bestudeer reacties op pinkwashing aan de hand van Saba 

Mahmood’s werk over de temporaliteit van kritiek in minderheid-meerderheid relaties, Dina 

Al-Kassim’s uiteenzetting van opstandige spraak (rebellious speech) en de literaire tirade 

(literary rant) en Jean-Francois Lyotard’s concept van de differend. In dit hoofdstuk 

onderzoek ik hoe Palestijnse antikoloniale-queer kritiek en de bijbehorende oproep tot 

sociale rechtvaardigheid structureel niet gehoord word en wat dit betekent voor het denken 

over representatie, pijn en trauma, onrechtvaardigheid, temporaliteit en politieke actie in de 

context van Israël/Palestina. 

Hoofdstuk Vijf: What Happens When It Is Not About Gay Rights? onderzoekt de 

wereldwijde circulatie van homorechtendiscoursen in de context van de “war on terror” en 

Israëlisch-Palestijnse relaties. Specifiek bestudeert het de manieren waarop Palestijnse 

antikoloniale-queer kritieken zowel het gebruik van homorechtendiscoursen als 

homorechten zelf bekritiseren. Het provoceert de vraag: Wat gebeurt er wanneer 

pinkwashing niet over homorechten gaat? Dit hoofdstuk schort tijdelijk de vooronderstelling 

op dat homorechten per definitie meer gelijkheid brengen. In plaats daarvan bestudeert het 

hoe Palestijnse antikoloniale-queer kritieken het idee ondermijnen dat homorechten 

onafhankelijk van grotere systemen en structuren van onderdrukking en ongelijkheid 

functioneren. Welke andere mogelijkheden om te reageren op de voortdurende catastrofe 

van Palestina worden mogelijk wanneer het automatisch grijpen naar falende liberale 

juridische paradigma’s voor gerechtigheid geproblematiseerd wordt.  

In het laatste hoofdstuk, Hoofdstuk Zes: Queer Visions for Unsettling the Settler 

State: An Engagement with Palestinian Decolonial-Queer Space-Making, aanvaard ik José 

Esteban Muñoz’s uitdaging om een “queer futurity” of een queer andere wereld te 

verbeelden. Ik introduceer een dekoloniale-queer kijk om deze verbeelding vorm te geven. Ik 

bespreek de manieren waarop de Palestijnse queerbeweging dekoloniale-queer ruimtes 

creëert. Ik doe dit aan de aan hand van Katherine McKittrick’s herlezing van Sylvia Wynter’s 

oproep tot “meer menswaardig werkbare geografieën” (“more humanly workable 

geographies”) in haar boek Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Carthographies of 

Struggle (2006). Dit hoofdstuk toont aan hoe dekoloniale-queer kaders niet alleen tegen 

maar ook naast vestigingskoloniale temporaliteit opereren. Deze kaders voorzien een tijd 

waarin het antikoloniale niet langer noodzakelijk is. Door een analyse van de specifieke 
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ruimtelijke praktijken van de Palestijnse queerbeweging tijdens het World Social Forum: 

Free Palestine in Porto Alegre, Brazilië in 2012, toont dit hoofdstuk aan hoe zulke praktijken 

de mogelijkheden creëren voor andere verbeeldingen, levensvormen en relaties die ondanks 

structurele onrechtvaardigheid en onderdrukking geleefd, gevoeld en gehoord worden. Zulke 

praktijken belichamen een vrijheid nog niet op komst. 

De voortdurende en alsmaar escalerende Israël/Palestina crisis noodzaakt de 

afwezigheid van een conclusie. Queering the Occupation eindigt daarom met een Epiloog 

die de hoop voor een andere toekomst verwoordt die ik met dit proefschrift beoog.  
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