Chapter Three: Zionist Itineraries and the Gay Tourism Industry

At the end of 2015, | spent two months in Occupied (East) Jerusalem/alQuds’ researching
Israel’s gay tourism campaign for alQaws: for Gender and Sexual Diversity in Palestinian
Society. Although | 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.?

In the midst of daily incursions, arrests, and killings in Jerusalem/alQuds, | 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. | 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.® These materials and findings constitute a gay tourism archive that is

' Depending on what position you take, the naming of Jerusalem is a significant political tool. | 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.

®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.



“not producing primarily positive, liberatory disruptions of heterosexual space,” but rather
leaves “racial, class, and gender displacements” unexamined (Puar, “Transnational” 935).

In this chapter, | 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,



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.* 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

* | use sight/site rather than the more common Tourism Studied pair of space/place (Puar 2002, 102),
because | 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.



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.’ 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.®
Tel Aviv is listed on many a gay survey as a top destination.” 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.®

The Tel Aviv Municipality in collaboration with the Ministry of Tourism and Zionist
groups has initiated several projects in recent years. Gay Vibe Tel Avivis 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).°
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

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.

®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.

" See, for instance, Lonely Planet 2011, Haaretz 2012.

8 | would like to thank Osama for all his translations of Hebrew articles for this research.

® 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.



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 Tagl/it 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.™
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."

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

"% 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.

" 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.



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, | showed how the Jewish-Israeli lesbigay is
constituted through and within Zionist discourse at the expense of the indigenous
Palestinian population. In Chapter Two, | 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 Itineraries

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



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.' 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

'2 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.



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-dJewish 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 T), 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 flag' 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

3 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 | refer to is clearly an adapted rendering of the Israeli
national flag.



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 | 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-derusalem
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.™

Other stops in Jerusalem include a visit to the site of the Temple Mount. This is also
the site of the al Agsa 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 | often saw and heard police and army

vehicles maneuvering through the neighborhood in the valley below. During my lunch break

" Influential Jewish intellectuals, such as Hannah Arendt, Primo Levi, Judith Butler, and llan Pappe, have
contested this narrative as the only possible narrative to think Jewish dispossession and reparations after
the Holocaust.



| 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 | identify with the Palestinians on a
non-gay issue, | close my doors to a large segment of the Israeli population. (Teller
2009)



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." 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 | looked out of my bedroom window in Wadi el Goz the tourist itineraries became
alive. | could see the Hebrew University on the hills overlooking the Mount of Olives. | 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! | didn’t

¥ 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.



know you could see it from here.” | knew that particular road, but | 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)'® 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

'® The tunnel is built beneath Palestinian neighborhoods to avoid passage through them.



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," 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)," 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

'""Who Profits is an NGO that researches company accountability and Israel’s settler industry.
'8 See, for example, the promotion video “Is This Really the Israel You Know? Israel as a House” by the
Zionist group Project Interchange.



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 lIsraeli 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)."® 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.?® 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.?' It
quashes the already limited tourism infrastructure in Palestine in an even further
suppressed economy due to the occupation in the first place.? 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.

¥ | am referring here to the case of Yosef’s tomb in Nablus and the Ibrahimi Mosque in Hebron.

2 | want to thank PACBI coordinator Ziyaad Lunat and Ryvka Barnard from the War on Want Campaign for
pointing this out to me.

¥ Tour guides in Jordan also complain about Israeli-organized tours to Petra and Aqgaba. 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).

2 \While | 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.



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. | 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



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



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.?® For

example, Cohen presents himself deliberately as a patriotic Mizrahi gay national who

% During my research my Palestinian colleagues pointed out to me that most representations of the gay
Israeli locals use images of Mizrahi men. | 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.



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 | outlined in the first chapter of this project.
There | 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 “dew.” 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



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, | am reminded of travel writing by



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 leshigay 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, | scrutinize the conditions of possibility for
responding to Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques that have emerged from Palestinian

queer activist groups for over a decade. | want to draw attention to how certain work is made



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
guestion requires not only an understanding of the context in which these critiques emerge,
as | have demonstrated in the first three chapters, but it also presents challenges to the

different modalities through which responses to Palestinian queer critiques operate.



