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 | 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 nof terrorists, that we have notf 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 | 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, | 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, “l 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
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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. | see in his passport that he is from the lvory Coast. The first thing Kane bellows is,
“You better have your visa in order sirl,” 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 they' 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 | 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, | try to look forward. My final destination is the University of California
Santa Cruz’'s Feminist Studies and History of Consciousness Department, where | 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. | 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 (Algonguin), 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. | think of ongoing
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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. | 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.
| 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.? | think of the town of Santa Cruz, where | 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. | 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, | 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.

| have considered many ways to commence this story that would disguise its
embarrassing, ignorant and, slightly naive beginnings. However, | 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.



This project’s beginnings, after | “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 | thought | 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, |
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 | 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 | had learned to understand the Middle East and the issues it faces. Only later |
learned that “Middle East” is a contested and imperial military strategic “regional
designation, tied to neocolonialist assumptions and savior discourses” (Puar, Terrorist xiii).
When | say, | knew gqueerly, | am talking about how | 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, | 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 | thought of traveling to Israel/Palestine for the first time, | 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 | want start with my itinerary as an explicit starting
point for learning to unlearn.

In 2010, | first traveled to Palestine, as said, quite by accident. My father was
terminally ill and | had to cancel my planned three-month trip to the U.S. In the face of this
impending loss | 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 | sat at my computer and wrote my application. One week later |
was informed | could join Zajel: Youth Exchange for Empowerment in Nablus, Occupied
Palestine, run by the An Najah University. The program was aimed at “international” (read:
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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 | knew nothing, | 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 | know today about whiteness and volunteer tourism, | 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
| was normalized into having. This was the first time | came across the Electronic Intifada
and the Alternative Information Centerfor instance. What | 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, | 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, |
thought | was critical enough to discern injustice from justice, and yet | had never before
apprehended how Palestinian lives and lands are erased on a daily basis until | arrived in
Israel/Palestine. | met up with an Israeli queer DJ for the first few days whose friends kept
asking me where Nablus was, even though | had already learned that Nablus is one of the
largest West Bank cities. Only when | used the Hebrew military name for the city, Shechem,
did they know what place | was referring to. The gap between injustice and its
representation became more apparent to me every minute | spent in the Occupied West
Bank. When | returned from Nablus and stayed with the DJ until my flight left from Tel Aviv,
| was unable to leave her apartment for two days. | simply could not walk through the white
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from a Nablus look-out realizing the people | 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, |
had already set up a meeting with the Haifa-based Aswat: Palestinian Gay Women's director
Ghadir Shafi, because | 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 | was interested in going to Palestine when my housemate
suggested it to me. In that student paper, | 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 | 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 | 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. |
had unwittingly reduced Aswat’s complicated Palestinian origins to a narrative around
fighting Palestinian homophobia. In hindsight, | 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 | 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 |
should also meet with Haneen Maikey, alQaws’ director, but she was out of town.® A few
days later at the refugee camp, | 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

® | met Maikey for the first time during an uncomfortable Skype meeting when | 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.



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), | 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 | had only begun to register and unlearn there. | arrived home with the thought that |
would just have to narrate what | 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 | 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, | didn’t understand how even the people closest to me sometimes
remained intransigent to my stories. At first, | understood this to be a personal affront by
family and friends who disregarded my experiences and thought what | had empirically
witnessed was somehow negotiable or fallible. Now | 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, | even lost some people
whom | used to call my friends. | 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, | began to theorize those difficulties. My tantrums transformed from fits

about “that Israeli settler hummus from Albert Heijn!” (it's called Sabra Hummus, please



stop buying it and all the other Israeli vegan products such as Tival. Seriously. | 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. | 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 | write from and within. At the same time, | 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 | 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 | 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 | live and feel my
interrelationality with others, and the ways | 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 | 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. | met this



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.



