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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) 
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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. 



 
Pinkwashing            69 

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. 


