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Chapter Four: Towards Other Scenes of Speaking: Listening to 
Palestinian Anticolonia l-Queer Critique 

The present itself is but a moment of vision – vision of the freedom not yet to come.  
- Achille Mbembe  

 

The first public call for solidarity with Palestinians that Palestinian Queers for Boycott 

Divestment and Sanctions (PQBDS) published in 2010, asks communities around the globe 

to support the Palestinian civil society movement for Boycott Divestment and Sanctions.  

A central question that emerges from this call is how to respond to it. And, how does 

such a question pertain to the conditions of possibility for conceiving of responses to 

injustice and its alleviation? What visions of freedom not yet to come do such responses 

enable and/or foreclose? Here I deliberately mistranslate Mbembe’s discussion of the 

Palestine suicide bomber who finds freedom and resistance only in death as the “space 

where freedom and negation operate” (39). While I take the conditions of necropower as they 

operate in the settler colonial context seriously, the vision of freedom not yet to come that I 

draw attention to here looks to other conditions of possibility for apprehending the future 

under the conditions of necropower. Such visions draw attention to the persistence of life 

under conditions of social death that incessantly live another notion of “temporality and 

politics” (39) where death is not the only means to attain freedom. I ask, what forms of 

response take shape under conditions of settler colonialism that exceed the existing 

temporalities of politics and of struggle for responding in the first place? 

Much has been said and written about Israel’s pinkwashing campaign and the 

violence it endorses and engenders. Yet, much is still left unsaid about Palestinian queer 

anticolonial modes of engagement that endure under Israeli settler colonialism. This chapter 

explores responses to PQBDS’s call. What becomes audible as a Palestinian queer critique? 

What does this demand of the listener? And, what other scenes of speaking become visible 

by engaging with Palestinian queer activism?  

My attention to the theatrical metaphor of the scene attempts to understand the 

spatio-temporal scripts through which (non)engagements with Israel/Palestine operate. 

Such scenes of speaking insinuate different modalities, spatialities, and temporalities of 

engagement. Pointing to the scene of speaking allows me to be attentive to the very terrain 

of struggle as a geographic and temporal constellation. Although I am talking about 

“scenes,” it doesn’t mean they are always already performative: the speech act can be 

infelicitous. In other words, the scenes of speaking generated by the Palestinian queer 
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movement cannot always hold what they promise. The fact that the promise is not held, does 

not take away from the presence of the scene itself and the visions it espouses, however 

ephemeral. These scenes are also not necessarily organized or organizable into a classic 

chronological script. Nor do they always take shape in the form of the audible and the 

verbal; they also take on the form of silence and refusal. In her article “Hegemonic Listening, 

Subversive Silence: Ethical Political Imperatives” (2012), Dhawan unsettles the imperative to 

speak as a necessary means of emancipation, and draws attention to spatio-temporalities in 

which silence becomes a mode of engagement. She also looks at what she calls “hegemonic 

listening” and the ways in which this draws on readily available modes of recognition that 

determine what can be heard, felt, read, and seen (“Hegemonic”). 

Tending to different scenes of speaking demands an engagement from the listener 

that is not caught within hegemonic scenes of listening and address. It also demands 

attentiveness to the idiom of Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique and to the visions of 

freedom not yet to come, which are persistently imagined and enacted within the space of 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer activism. Spivak undertook the question of the listener in her 

work on the subaltern. The question of the subaltern, as understood by Spivak, subsequently 

demands an engagement with issues of representation and subjectivity. Rather than 

suggesting that Spivak’s provocative question “can the subaltern speak?” is about the voice 

of the subaltern – a common misreading of her work – the question places a demand on the 

listener. According to Spivak one cannot claim to speak from a subaltern position. This does 

not mean that the subaltern does not speak (another misreading), but rather that we (those 

with access to lines of social mobility) refuse to listen (Spivak, A Critique, History Chapter). 

She states in an interview in The Postcolonial Critic:  

 
For me, the question ‘who should speak?’ is less crucial than ‘who will listen?’ ‘I will 
speak for myself as a Third World person’ is an important position for political 
mobilization today. But the real demand is that, when I speak from that position, I 
should be listened to seriously; not with that kind of benevolent imperialism, really, 
which simply says that because I happen to be an Indian or whatever. (Postcolonial 
Critic 59-60) 
 

Although Palestinian queer activists have gained access to certain forms of social mobility 

due to the popularization of anti-pinkwashing activism in the Global North, the questions 

whether “we” (will) listen, and who that “we” is, remains unresolved. They continue to 

encounter different(ial) modes of intransigence to their calls for justice, or responses that do 

not alter the scene of speaking, even when they come from groups and individuals that 
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express support for their cause. The case of Palestine complicates Spivak’s question of the 

subaltern. Despite certain Palestinian queer activists’ access to limited forms of social 

mobility, the (in)audibility of their critique is a contentious site. 

What other modes of responding and listening become possible by attuning to the 

scenes of speaking created by Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique? In this chapter, I 

engage with differential modes of intransigence Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques 

encounter. Chapter Five presents an analysis of how Palestinian critiques engage the 

discourse of gay rights, and in Chapter Six, I continue to look more closely at how 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique takes shape through the very multiplication of the 

“politics of address” (Al-Kassim On Pain) and the construction of more “humanly workable 

geographies” (McKittrick Demonic).  

In her study of literary rants of queer and anticolonial modernist authors, such as 

Oscar Wilde and Abdelwahhab Meddeb, which constitute a different mode of address, Al-

Kassim explores what she calls the “politics of address” and the ways in which the literary 

rant – a practice rather than a genre – does not necessarily engage in “speaking truth to 

power,” parrhesia, or the constitution of a counter-discourse, but rather acts as a rebellious 

speech act that through speaking/writing constructs “the law it seeks to rebuke” (Al-Kassim 

34). Ranting addresses through “the practice of contestation … also constructs its 

‘addressee’ by multiplying the field of address. Through the conceit of a direct address to the 

law that subjugates, the rant shows publicly the symbolic law that orders it while the literary 

rant draws the witness into complicity or violently denounces the reader” (9). By not only 

attending to what Palestinian queer groups say in their writings, but also to how they say it, 

in other words, to attempt to “hear [them] in the idiom in which [they] are speaking” (Scott, 

Stuart 45; emphasis added), I engage with the question of listening differently as a call for 

call for transformative justice. The effort is to not reiterate a kind of benevolent imperialism, 

or to critically “assess” the merits of Palestinian anticolonial-queer discourse, but to attune 

to what emerges within the space of Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques. 

 

4.1 Pinkwashing/Anti-Pinkwashing: An Impasse?  

 
Politics is asymmetrical, it is provisional, you have broken the theory, and 

that’s the burden you carry when you become political.  
- Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 

 

At the Pinkwashing and Homonationalism conference at the City University New York (NYC) 

in 2013, alQaws founder Maikey asked: “Are we in solidarity with Palestine, or are we in 
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solidarity with the queers in Palestine?” (“The Road”). The question provocatively stages the 

rule it then continues to rebuke while directly engaging its audience as an addressee. 

Maikey’s question was posed to an audience of hundreds of scholars and activists working 

on pinkwashing and homonationalism and alludes to the ways in which anti-pinkwashing 

solidarity activists and scholars orient their engagements towards Palestinian queers, rather 

than Palestine as a settler colonial context. She pointed attention to the geopolitical 

situatedness of these solidarities themselves. Constituting a temporarily different scene of 

speaking within the pre-established scene at this academic conference, Maikey draws her 

audience into complicity. Her “rant” about the incessant failure to listen carefully to what 

she has to say draws attention to “a fantasy of addressing the social order that denies the 

rights of speech to the speaking subject but simultaneously demands incessant 

communication” (Al-Kassim 9; emphasis added). This is not only true of the settler colonial 

context of Israel/Palestine, where the figure of the Palestinian queer functions as a 

constitutive outside, but it also applies to transnational circuits of queer scholarship and 

activism. Although Maikey’s invitation to present a keynote lecture appears to provide a 

platform for her words, the invitation also constitutes a demand for “incessant 

communication.” In other words, it reveals the audience’s incessant demand for the right to 

“hear.” Her voice attests to “a voice foreclosed in the public spaces of its circulation yet still 

resounding” (9). Maikey’s “right to speak” does not necessarily render her speech legible. In 

the scene of address, Maikey’s question as rebellious speech act, addresses both “comrades 

and enemies” (7), and draws attention to different(ial) modes of intransigence at work within 

the audience’s sense of entitlement to the right to hear. Al-Kassim describes how such a 

tactic might constitute “the opening for a different iteration of known styles and familiar 

words; the moment the text is inflected with the babbling that it rejects becomes by that 

same capitulation the moment when a new intelligibility may be registered” (7). 

Maikey’s question urges the audience to imagine different ways of listening to 

Palestinian queer critiques and of responding to injustices against Palestinians. Such 

responses cannot be limited to Palestinian queers and do not reenact a relation between 

Palestinian queers and transnational activists and scholars that is characterized by imperial 

benevolence and a missionary impulse, or by indulging in critique without nurturing a 

practice of listening. By drawing attention to the need to “listen differently,” her question 

corresponds to Scott’s contrast between “listening selves” and “critical selves.” In his letters 

to Stuart Hall, Scott suggests that “the two are not, necessarily, synonymous or even 

adjacent – that listening selves may not be critical, in any of the standard senses of that 

modern term, and that critical selves are very often not listening selves at all” (Scott, Stuart 
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50). Drawing attention to the question of how to hear when there is not necessarily an 

understanding yet, Scott argues for the cultivation of a listening self that entails “reciprocal 

listening responsiveness” (43) in his case, of the academic. He positions “the virtues of 

listening against the persistent deafness at work in much contemporary critical practice 

preoccupied as it is with its powers of pronouncement and argument” (27). In conjunction to 

my attempts at writing with the Palestinian queer movement, Scott proposes, “thinking with 

listening may open us towards novel possibilities of being and acting” (27; emphasis added). 

He proposes that, 

 
a listening self is one that practices a style of intellectual being animated by the 
dialogical ethos of voice. A listening self is one that cultivates an intellectual habitus 
of voice driven less by the acquisition of more and better apparatuses of critique, less 
by doxas underpinned by metaphysics, than by a mobile responsiveness to 
marginalization and exclusion and by the moral-political prospect of being not only 
expressively but also receptively present to others. (27) 
 

Similarly, Talal Asad warns against superimposing intellectual critique onto the politics on 

the ground. He writes, “[E]very critical discourse has institutional conditions that define 

what it is, who it recognizes, what it aims at, what it is destroying and why” (Asad 55). Asad 

provocatively alerts us that, “conquest might be critique’s primary function” (Asad 139). 

Maikey’s “rant” invites a different modality of listening that exceeds the idiom of critique as 

a possibility of imagining a “freedom not yet to come,” while at the same time showing the 

limit(ations) of present modalities of engagement. 

A particular strand of anti-pinkwashing activism was hailed as the new salvation of 

what Sarah Schulman coined “the queer international” – a supposed radical counter-

discourse to Massad’s Gay International – that attempts to make Palestine more appealing 

to queer people and the queer movement more appealing to Palestinian liberation and 

solidarity activism. Her book Israel/Palestine and the Queer International departs from the 

unacknowledged assumption of same-sex solidarity that provides a platform from which a 

Palestinian queer struggle can be articulated and imagined within the U.S.. Schulman 

hereby consolidates queerness as a politics of identity based on a rekindling of same-sex 

solidarity that seems to be void of power dynamics, and thus falls into the trap of tokenizing 

and romanticizing a particular version of “the queer Palestinian” as the new object of 

affection for the Queer International (Schulman 2012). She also makes Palestinian liberation 

a question of U.S.-Palestinian queer solidarity, which she positions as the main terrain of 

struggle. Such a position further entrenches North-South hierarchies and bypasses the 
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opportunity for South-to-South alliances.1 In response to such propositions, Lynn Darwich 

and Haneen Maikey are concerned that the attempt to “add a little ‘gayness’ to Palestine 

solidarity work” and a bit of Palestine solidarity to LGBT movements the conditions of 

possibility for anti-pinkwashing activism simply further a binary understanding of LGBT and 

Palestine solidarity activism rather than provide “a radically transformative strategy” 

(Darwich and Maikey 282). 

Jasbir Puar and Maya Mikdashi also critique such a position by arguing, “in fact, we 

note that many of the same assumptions that animate discourses of pinkwashing are 

unwittingly and sometimes intentionally reproduced in pinkwatching [anti-pinkwashing] 

efforts to challenge the basis of pinkwashing” (“Pinkwatching”). Where pinkwashing seeks 

to recruit liberal and right-wing support for the Israeli state by inviting us into its gay friendly 

nation, some forms of anti-pinkwashing activism draw on similar models of orientation to 

urge us to do the exact opposite. Jason Ritchie points out how the queer call for BDS quickly 

became a struggle of who the “good” and “bad” queers are in the metropolis. He claims 

“debates over pinkwashing in Western gay metropolises have less to do with actual 

instances of pinkwashing than with struggles over the nature of queerness in the context of 

neoliberalism and the War on Terror” (Ritchie, “Pinkwashing” 5).2 Perhaps unfortunately, 

Puar and Mikdashi’s Jadaliyya publication “Pinkwatching and Pinkwashing: Interpretation 

and its Discontents” (2012) is exemplary of reifying of the western metropolis as the center 

of struggle. Their critique operates by employing similar discursive and temporal modalities, 

even as it seeks to critique the failures of anti-pinkwashing activism in the Global North. This 

leads me to ask how the existing terms of engagement shape responses to PQBDS’s call 

and produce a particular incitement to discourse on anti-pinkwashing and Israel/Palestine? 

The 2013 Jadaliyya debate between Puar and Mikdashi and Heike Schotten and 

Haneen Maikey marked a significant period within anti-pinkwashing organizing. It 

destabilized and interrupted orientations for solidarity with Palestine in North America and 

                                                        
1 By no means do I seek to discredit Schulman’s invaluable work in providing the infrastructure and 
support for a college-tour for Palestinian queer activists in 2011, and for organizing and defending the 
Homonationalism and Pinkwashing Conference in 2013 against all odds. As an example of a particular 
kind of solidarity, Schulman’s book also helped refine the discourse and understand the pitfalls of 
transnational queer coalitions. It offers a valuable starting point from which to grow and rearrange/reorient 
the directions of our solidarities. 
2 Ritchie’s article focuses on the ban of the pro-Palestinian queer group Siege Busters from the NYC Gay 
and Lesbian Center. They had planned to organize a party at the center for Israeli Apartheid Week. After 
receiving pressure from its donors, instantiated by the Russian-Israeli-American gay porn producer 
Michael Lucas, (queer) Palestine solidarity organizing was banned from the Center for the following two 
years. This event, along with others, divided North American LGBTQ communities. 
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was followed by an impasse and disillusionment in anti-pinkwashing organizing.3 What were 

the conditions that led to this impasse and what kind of contestations and analytical 

challenges emerged that go beyond it?  

Puar and Mikdashi criticize the state of anti-pinkwashing activism [in the U.S.] for 

operating in accordance with, rather than in resistance to, pinkwashing’s liberal progress 

narratives, single-issue identity politics, and homonationalism. In their view, these liberal 

progress narratives are at the basis of contemporary neoliberalism, “the war on terror,” and 

U.S. and Israeli settler colonialisms. They urge U.S. activists to broaden their work to include 

larger analyses of settler colonial violence both in Israel/Palestine and in the U.S./Turtle 

Island.  

Their article led to contestations within both transnational and Palestinian queer 

activist circles. In their response to Puar and Mikdashi, Maikey and Schotten (in 

collaboration with Palestinian queer and transnational activists4) write: 

 

We fully appreciate the importance of self-critique, especially for activist movements. 
However, we think Puar and Mikdashi lean rather too heavily on the conceptual 
framework of homonationalism in their analysis of pinkwatching, making it do more 
work than it can bear. This overreliance on homonationalism obscures specific, 
politically relevant features of pinkwatching activism that are particular to Palestine 
and Palestine solidarity work. Moreover, we believe the author’s self-exemptions from 
activist struggle pushes their criticism dangerously close to a rehearsal of academic 
critique at the expense of contributing to movement building. (Maikey and Schotten 
“Queers Resisting”) 
 

In the above quote they implicitly allude to the timing of Puar and Mikdashi’s publication. By 

publicly critiquing what is, in their view, a rather monolithic U.S. anti-pinkwashing 

movement, they enhance the vulnerability of an already vulnerable claim: to support the 

Palestinian queer call for BDS. Maikey and Schotten urge Puar and Mikdashi to understand 

anti-pinkwashing as part of a broader struggle against Zionist settler colonialism without 

reducing Palestinian queer analyses of pinkwashing to a struggle against homonationalism, 

or “settler homonationalism” (Morgensen 2011). They write: 

 

                                                        
3 By no means do I want to say that there was no more anti-pinkwashing organizing after that debate, 
Palestinian queer groups in Palestine continued to gain a lot of momentum within Palestine on which they 
continue to build on that today. In 2012, right after the Jadaliyya debate, Palestinian queer and 
transnational solidarity activists came together for the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre, Brazil. And, 
since 2016, Palestinian queer activists have been leading a successful Boycott TLV Pride Campaign that 
led fourteen filmmakers to cancel their participation at TLVFest 2017 (Pinkwatching Israel 2016, 2017). 
4 I was one of the authors in this collective writing process. 
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In Palestine, pinkwashing is part of the ongoing Nakba. Both Zionism and 
pinkwashing depend on a prior notion of the prior destruction and continued 
negation of Palestine and Palestinian belonging... Zionism must be understood as a 
historically specific, racialized process through which different discourses of 
sexuality emerge that bolster rather than undermine Zionist ideology. (2012) 
 

Within their piece, the authors take issue with the ways in which Palestinian queer struggle 

is leveraged to make a point about homonationalism and implicitly draw attention to the 

dangers of erasing the specificities and differences between U.S. and Zionist settler 

colonialisms in the crafting of comparative solidarities. Discussing the pitfalls of 

comparative work among indigenous communities in Turtle Island and Palestine, 

Palestinian feminist scholar Dana M. Olwan writes: 

 
Assumptive solidarity is romantic— allowing us to imagine allies in unimaginable 
and unlikely spaces and places. It is a form of solidarity that diminishes fears of our 
Others, rendering them same in our minds and hearts. Assumptive solidarity is 
dangerous, as it makes our allies’ causes and forms of resistance appear less foreign, 
less threatening, and less cumbersome. Assumptive solidarity does not move us; it 
moves others to us. It does not transform our relationships with one another or with 
the lands on which we live, nor does it require our sustained, long-term, and wide-
ranging commitments to work that is, at times, difficult, uneasy, and complicated. 
This form of solidarity is comfortable; it is felt affectively but never experienced 
materially, situationally, or historically. While enticing, this form of solidarity does not 
move us closer to those whom we wish to be in alliance with, nor does it directly 
confront or transform the conditions under which we come to encounter one another. 
(Olwan 100) 
 

In a rejoinder to the Maikey and Schotten piece, Puar and Mikdashi write that their critique 

was only aimed at U.S. anti-pinkwashing efforts and that “regional” organizing in the Middle 

East requires its own strategies. They fail to either account for what strategies have already 

emerged from Palestine and the Middle East, the transnational connections among the 

Palestinian diaspora, or for how such strategies might inform and challenge modes of 

solidarity and queer politics that are currently available to activists in North America. Even 

though homonationalism seems to have become a “global condition,” the possibility for 

strategies of organizing in Palestine to respond to such a condition and have a global impact 

is simultaneously foreclosed. They elaborate:  

 
Homonationalism and pinkwashing are not parallel phenomenon, rather pinkwashing 
is one manifestation and practice that is made possible within and because of 
homonationalism. Like modernity, homonationalism can be resisted and re-signified, 
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but not opted out of: we are all conditioned by it and through it. So a more accurate 
read of our argument, rather than accusing us of somehow negating the specificity of 
Palestine, is that we were mapping out the relations between pinkwashing and 
homonationalism, or more precisely, the global conditions of homonationalism that 
make a practice such as Israeli pinkwashing possible and legible in the first place. In 
connecting Israeli pinkwashing to a broader global system of power networks, we 
were not minimizing Palestine, rather demonstrating the myriad of actors that 
converge to enable such a practice. (Puar and Mikdashi “On Positionality;” emphasis 
added) 

 

In her implicit response to this debate, Palestinian queer activist and critic Nayrouz Abu 

Hatoum draws attention to what she calls “the burden of queer Palestinians” (Abu Hatoum 

2013). This burden is not only in responding to an incitement to discourse around 

pinkwashing or becoming a token of the global anti-pinkwashing movement, but is 

especially related to her being called upon to be responsive to “particular academic notions 

as well as processes” that carry a particular genealogy and hegemonic modes of 

engagement that foreclose other scenes of speaking from becoming viable modes of 

engagement. This process sets “an agenda for Palestinian queers living inside Palestine 

(Occupied Palestinian Territories or citizens of the Israeli state); such agenda mainly 

focuses on producing a burden locals should carry through the request to be politicized in 

accordance to the international political standards or discourses” (2013). These pre-

established intellectual trajectories foreclose directions of engagement that do not start with 

North American and European critical intellectual starting points as the main terrain of 

struggle, and thereby disallow other temporal and spatial constellations from taking shape. 

Following, Abu Hatoum’s argument about the ways in which certain analytics and practices 

of critique act as a burden on Palestinian queers that makes their appeals unintelligible, I 

turn to Jean Francois Lyotard’s differend as a productive lens for thinking through the 

Jadaliyya debate.5  

In his analysis of encounters between differently positioned groups or discourses, for 

example, that of the Algerian struggle for independence and liberation from the French 

colonial regime, Lyotard looked at the ways in which victims of injustice get caught up in 

what he calls a “differend;” a situation in which the victim cannot give an account of their 

victimization because the discourse cannot operate within the frame authorized by the law 

and its hegemonic speech acts – so that the wrong done to a victim of injustice is not 

presentable as a wrong. A case of a differend between two parties takes place when the 

                                                        
5 I would like to thank Mireille Rosello for directing me to Lyotard’s work. 
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“‘regulation’ of the conflict that opposes them is done in the idiom of one of the parties while 

the wrong suffered by the other is not signified in that idiom” (Lyotard, The Differend 9). It is 

the case “where a plaintiff is divested of the means to argue and becomes for that reason a 

victim” (9). 

Lyotard does not mean that a victim of injustice cannot speak but that “a universal 

rule of judgment between heterogeneous genres is lacking in general” (xi). In her brief 

discussion of Lyotard’s differend, Spivak quotes “but to recognize what remains to be 

phrased exceeds what they can presently phrase, and that they must be allowed to institute 

idioms that do not yet exist” (quoted in Spivak, Critique 295; emphasis added). Spivak is 

interested in the question of “who” grants the institution of new idioms and how this 

pertains to the question of subjectivity. In other words, what are the structures of 

representation that accompany the quest for new idioms? She rightfully notes, “it is of 

course unthinkable that such an allowance could ever be made or seized for or through the 

agency of nonbourgeois women in British India, as it is unthinkable in globalization in the 

name of feminism today” (295).  

Relatedly, Mahmood implicitly attends to the question of the differend by turning to a 

different scene of speaking where the meaning of what constitutes injustice and its 

alleviation are at stake:6 the Danish Cartoon controversy of 2005, where the popular Danish 

newspaper Jylland published cartoons that depicted and mocked the Prophet Muhammed 

eliciting various responses of pain and outrage across different Muslim communities around 

the globe.7 She points to the ways in which certain forms of Muslim pain and outrage over 

the cartoons remained illegible within responses that circulated during and after the 

controversy on both sides of the divide.8 

Scrutinizing the question of how to respond to injury caused by liberal notions of 

legal redress, Mahmood problematizes resorting to the law to resolve injury and injustice. 

                                                        
6 Although Mahmood neither explicitly engages with Lyotard, nor is she a poststructuralist critic, I turn to 
Lyotard’s concept of the differend to understand what is at stake in Mahmood’s attention to disputes 
around what constitutes injustice and how to alleviate it. 
7 The Danish newspaper Jylland published what is now known as the “Muhammed Cartoons” in 2005. The 
act of depicting the Prophet Muhammad elicited pain and anger within some Muslim communities. 
Mahmood discusses how the debate around the cartoon was centered on questions of religious freedom, 
blasphemy, and freedom of speech. She argues that rather than understanding what caused that injury 
within Muslim communities the debate quickly shifted its focus onto the questions whether the cartoons 
were an act of blasphemy or should be protected under free speech laws. Her contribution focuses on how 
religion and secularism within the controversy appear less incommensurable than they are proposed to 
be. 
8 In the volume Is Critique Secular? Blasphemy, Injury and Free Speech (2009) Talal Asad, Saba Mahmood, 
and Judith Butler discuss responses to the Danish Cartoon controversy in 2009. Each contribution 
approaches in its own way the question of how to attend to the injustices at stake in the cartoon 
controversy.  
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She asks what “ethical and political questions are elided in the immediate resort to the law 

[blasphemy and religious discrimination versus freedom of speech] to resolve the dispute” 

(Mahmood, “Religious Reason” 67)? She understands modern law as the condition of 

possibility upon which some injuries can become intelligible and others remain invisible, or 

more fundamentally, act as the constitutive outside of modern law and the constitution of 

the modern subject. She asks, “what are the conditions of intelligibility in a world where 

identity politics reign and the juridical language of rights dominates” (78)? Resorting to 

modern law or other hegemonic modalities of redress leads to an impoverished 

understanding of issues and restricts our imaginaries to juridical rights and state sanction 

(70).9 Her concerns resonate with Scott’s mourning of other political futurities within the 

liberal state (Scott Omens). According to Mahmood, decentering intransigence to how 

injustice and injury operate within the normative framework of secular modernity “requires 

more than simply critique” (“Reply” 152). She therefore pays attention to what she calls the 

“ethical register of sensible politics” (152). 

Mahmood’s essay is insightful because it attends to “the thick texture and traditions 

of ethical and intersubjective norms that provide the substrate for legal arguments 

(enshrined in the language of public order)” (“Religious Reason” 89). The failure of the law 

to attend to injury is not a problem of epistemology but rather “of the differential of power 

characteristics of minority-majority relations within the context of nation-states” (89). 

Mahmood urges us to understand that secular notions of modernity determine of the ways 

in which injustice gets to operate (Mahmood “Religious Reason;” “Reply;” Religious 

Difference). Secular time, according to Asad, is rooted in teleological progress narratives 

that constitute a particular notion of the modern secular subject as self-critical, secular, and 

liberal, that is, always already in contrast to a religious illiberal subject, which today is 

embodied by the Arab/Muslim. By tracing the genealogy of the constitution of the modern 

subject, he shows how this notion is embedded in a Judeo-Christian epistemology and 

ontology of the subject (Asad 2009).10 Destabilizing this naturalized notion of time, Mahmood 

                                                        
9 Within secular liberal democracy, the law relies on a fundamental contradiction. It rests on the premise 
that “everyone is equal before the law,” and that same law is “aimed to maintain public order dependent 
on concerns and attitudes of the majority population” (86-87). This fundamental contradiction requires 
“the normative disposition of secular-liberal law to majority culture as constitutive of jurisprudential 
position” (87). In Israel this very relationship is scripted into its Basic Laws (see Chapter One). 

10 The hyphen that connects Judaism and Christianity in the pair Judeo-Christian serves as a structure of 
violence within liberal modernity and is less self-evident than we would like to imagine. In her lecture at 
UC Davis “Orientalist Genealogies: The Split Arab/Jew Figure Revisited,” on 19 January 2017, Ella Shohat 
brought attention to the way in which nineteenth-century colonial influences and orientalist depictions of 
the Middle East constituted a split between the figure of the Arab-Muslim and the Arab-Jew, who were 
already considered enemies of Christian Europe since the fall of Al Andaluz in 1492, and have since 
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asks, “how might we rethink the dominant conception of time—as empty, homogenous, and 

unbounded, one so germane to our conception of history—in light of other ways of relating 

to and experiencing time that also suffuse modern life” (91)? 

Her essay shows a differend at work and, more importantly, attempts to provide a 

different starting point for thinking through the differend as not only operating on the level of 

idiom, but through the very affective, temporal, and relational attachments we have to 

systems of litigation. Mahmood implicitly shows the limits of Lyotard’s insistence on the 

differend as principally a linguistic phenomenon. By not only attending to injury as a 

linguistic but also as a moral, temporal, and affective structure, Mahmood draws attention to 

what further shapes idiom and demands a different attunement. Lyotard’s insistence on the 

need to craft new genres does not attend to what happens when the victim of injustice 

simultaneously deploys the language of the system of litigation, but her material and 

affective embodiment and subjectivity remain illegible to that very system, thereby 

foreclosing the possibilities of imaging, in Mbembe’s words, a “vision of a freedom not yet to 

come.” Such a foreclosure is as much a matter of epistemology as it is of temporality and 

power.  

Even if the victim of an injustice deploys the language of judgment within liberal 

progress narratives, this does not necessitate her becoming audible/intelligible to that 

system but rather consolidates the idioms through which that system obtained its 

legitimacy. Perhaps we could say that the system of litigation takes shape through the 

repeated disavowal of the victim of injustice. The discursive practices of liberalism allow for 

certain temporalities and spatialities of struggle to become audible, while rendering others 

unintelligible.  

The concerns raised by Mahmood are similar to those raised by Puar and Mikdashi in 

that they seek to challenge the ways in which certain ideals and values circulate to secure 

the ascendency of the white modern subject to the detriment of entire populations. 

Mahmood’s analysis, however, pushes beyond a critique of discursive practices of 

modernity, the constitution of the modern subject, and identity politics. She seeks to 

destabilize the very modalities in which critique operates. Mahmood and Asad’s attention to 

the temporality and idiom of critique allows a different way to approach the Jadaliyya 

debate. 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
morphed into contemporary discourses on the Arab and the Jew as eternal enemies. Contemporary 
popular imaginaries uphold a distinction between Islam and Judeo-Christian spheres of life. However, 
according to Shohat, such a dichotomy is a Christian fantasy dependent on a “tour de force reconstruction 
of [post-Enlightenment] history” that separated the figure of the Jew from the figure of the Arab, which 
were previously thought together and as distinct from Europe’s Christian self. 
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Puar and Mikdashi’s article instigated a crisis in anti-pinkwashing orientations that, 

according to scholar and Queers Against Israeli Apartheid Toronto co-founder Natalie Kouri-

Towe, “destabilized the parameters of solidarity without generating a framework where 

activists attachments could be renegotiated” (Kouri-Towe 63).11 The queer Palestine 

solidarity movement in North America has been at an impasse ever since the Jadaliyya 

debate critiqued the failure of U.S.-based anti-pinkwashing activists to engage in a more 

meaningful interrogation of settler colonialism and homonationalism both at home and 

abroad.12 This draws attention to the precarity of activist attachments and the question of 

“who” is responding to PQBDS’s call for justice and what kind of global power relations 

does this (perhaps unwittingly) (re)enact. 

By reading the Jadaliyya debate as a differend, I seek to point out sites of 

incommensurability between U.S. anti-pinkwashing efforts (radical and liberal) and 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques that brought about an impasse in transnational 

responses to pinkwashing. I argue that thinking through these incommensurable sites as 

different scenes of speaking opens up another way of attuning that foregrounds other 

possibilities for responding to Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques. Such a different 

attunement pays attention to the ways in which responses to injustice are (re)negotiated and 

does not assume that critique takes the center stage within such (re)negotiations. I argue 

that we need to turn to the question of different scenes of speaking that operate alongside 

Puar and Mikdashi’s critique and the differential power dynamics and temporalities of 

critique at play. In doing so, I respond to Maikey and Schotten’s challenge to think beyond 

the analytic of homonationalism in order to attend to the violence of the Zionist settler 

colonial state as a starting point from which to articulate responses to PQBDS’s call.  

Puar’s critique of homonationalism has become the dominant critical mode for 

challenging the relationship between sexual politics and the state. Her analytic of 

homonationalism addresses particular sites of violence emerging from the contemporary 

                                                        
11 In her discussion of the Jadaliyya debate, Natalie Kouri-Towe argues it revealed the ways in which 
neoliberalism and homonationalism leave little to no room for re-imagining activist responses in 
meaningful ways (Kouri-Towe 62). She discusses how Puar and Mikdashi’s critique did not lead to 
reimagining solidarities with Palestine or with indigenous communities in North America. 
12 It must be noted, however, that even as Puar and Mikdashi write, “one should question, for example, US-
based activists who fight settler colonialism in Israel without acknowledging the ongoing settling of the 
United States,” they also write “similarly, Palestine and the United States do not occupy the same 
geopolitical space internationally. Palestine is an occupied territory, while the United States is the 
premiere superpower and imperial force in the world today.” Constructing the U.S. as such obscures 
perspectives of indigenous activists that see the U.S./Turtle Island also as occupied territory and seems to 
suggest, in a gesture of assumptive solidarity, that simply acknowledging U.S. settling is sufficient.  
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bio- and necropolitics of the liberal state. To understand it as a “global condition” that we 

“are all conditioned by and through,” however, precludes the visibility/audibility of other 

lenses or scenes of speaking that seek to address violence and injustice in different ways 

and from different sites. The Jadaliyya debate crystalized how the analytic of 

homonationalism constitutes a differend that can only attend to Palestinian anticolonial-

queer critique when it speaks within homonationalism’s parameters (or idiom) of struggle. It 

constitutes its own incitement to discourse that imagines homonationalism as the main 

terrain of struggle. Within this differend, Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique becomes 

inaudible as anything other than a critique of homonationalism. It disregards the multiple 

facets of Palestinian queer activism that do not only insist on a critique of Israel’s settler 

colonial violence, but also simultaneously aim to build new registers of thinking about 

gender and sexual diversity within Palestinian society, dismantle patriarchal narratives of 

Palestinian liberation and its relationship to the settler colonial regime of subjugation and 

control, and find different ways of thinking about transformative justice beyond an anti-

pinkwashing lens.13 The complexity of Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques challenges 

and complicates hegemonic terrains of struggle. 

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques draw on a decade of experiences with queer 

organizing in Palestine that seeks to attend to the role that Israeli settler colonialism plays in 

Palestinian queer lives and hence in formulating an anticolonial-queer discourse. Maikey 

and Schotten negotiate a different lens in engaging in the debate that remains illegible to 

Puar and Mikdashi. The latter simply state that “rather than accusing us of somehow 

negating the specificity of Palestine … we were mapping out the relations between 

pinkwashing and homonationalism” (Puar and Mikdashi “On Positionality”). However, their 

decision to map out the relationship between pinkwashing and homonationalism, rather 

than attend to the question of Palestine and the role of critique, relegates Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer critiques of the sexual politics of Zionist settler colonialism to the 

background.  

                                                        
13 In a related context, Dhawan (2013, 2016), discusses how homonationalism has gained monolithic status 
within contemporary queer politics in the North. Although she sees homonationalism as an important 
analytic, she problematizes the way in which it enables a form of statephobia – rather than a persistent 
critique of the state – which forecloses same-sex struggles in the South that do engage the state as a 
terrain of struggle and of redress in relation to the fight against homophobia. She urges for a different kind 
of, what she calls, postcolonial queer critique “In contrast to limiting postcolonial queer critique to anti-
homonationalism, I plead for a more complex, multidirectional politics that is directed at coercive 
practices across the postcolonial divide. Thus, anti-imperialist and antiracist critique of queer politics 
must be accompanied by a critique of ‘reproductive heteronormativity’ within postcolonial contexts. One 
without the other reinforces violent mechanisms of oppression” (Dhawan, “Homonationalism and State-
phobia” 51). 
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Maikey and Schotten are concerned with reducing activist struggles for Palestine 

liberation to an academic debate. They flesh out the dangers of separating intellectual 

modes of critique from activist work on the ground. Following Mahmood’s call for a more in-

depth understanding of sites that operate in a different time, the problem of Puar and 

Mikdashi’s essays lies in their reluctance to attend to different contemporaneous spatio-

temporalities of engagement, even as they provide a persistent critique of what they deem 

the ineluctable conditions of the sexual politics of modernity (“On Positionality”). The fact 

that we cannot “opt out” privileges a singular temporality as a hegemonic terrain of struggle, 

rather than attend to different interrupting and interspersed geographies and temporalities 

that operate within and in struggle with settler colonial modernity. Their pieces remain 

insular to “politically relevant features of pinkwatching activism that are particular to 

Palestine and Palestine solidarity work” (Maikey and Schotten “Queers”).  

If everything is already steeped in homonationalism, do our intellectual efforts not 

render unintelligible exactly those spatio-temporalities of struggle that emerge within the 

sites of violence we seek to critique? Do we give up on, or merely extract from, such sites for 

the sake of being theoretically salient or critically consistent? How can we reconcile critique 

and the political commitments within which the critique takes place without reducing “one 

to the other” and the “distinct kind of labor entailed in each praxis” (Mahmood, “Reply” 

151)?  

Where Puar and Mikdashi are invested in a critique of liberal modernity through the 

analytic of homonationalism, Mahmood offers a way to think through what exceeds that 

idiom. Her attendance to the problem of how secular notions of modernity – such as the 

affective attachment to modern law – determine how the question of injustice gets to 

operate might allow for a different way in which to understand the problem of contemporary 

pinkwashing and anti-pinkwashing narratives. The problem of dominant anti-pinkwashing 

narratives lies in its affective attachments to an idea of a queer solidarity that reiterates 

scripts of homonationalism and its identity politics. At the same time, attachments to 

critiques of homonationalism continue to operate on a similar spatio-temporal plane that 

fails to pick up on the question of temporality and how it determines the question of 

injustice also within the academy. Such affective attachments, which we might call liberal 

and radical within secular modernity’s script, remain unresponsive to the Palestinian queer 

movement’s different scenes of speaking that enact a detachment from existing affective 

and discursive scripts even as they are impacted by them. Such scenes do not render a 

critique of homonationalism obsolete. On the contrary, they undermine its hegemonic sway 

and question how it bears upon the present in different(ial) ways. By focusing on 
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Mahmood’s insistence on questioning the operations of critique within secular modernity, 

rather than exclusively on the contradictory standards that operate the biopolitics of modern 

legal and state practices in pinkwashing and homonationalism, I have shown a different way 

to think through and perhaps out of the contemporary impasse in anti-pinkwashing activism. 

Thinking with Maikey, and in conjunction with Al-Kassim and Scott as well, the 

foreclosure of the audibility of Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques within the dominant 

idiom even as their presence as a constitutive outside is constantly required, does not mean 

new idioms are not being formulated, which open up “new intelligibilities” no matter how 

foreclosed these might be at the moment of utterance. The question then is how to attune to 

such intelligibilities, or how to develop a “nonrepressive and nondismissive mode of hearing 

that encourages heedfulness to what is being said, a thoughtful, reticent attention that is 

receptive to otherness, or that is at least open to unlearning the readymade conceits that 

disable our capacity to let otherness be in relation to ourselves” (Scott, Stuart 45). Such a 

non-competitive “hermeneutics of listening” encourages “a kind of noncompetitive thinking-

with-others” (46; emphasis added) that is consistently discouraged within hegemonic 

practices of listening and critique. My attention to scenes of speaking provides a different 

spatio-temporal constellation for considering how to listen and respond to injustice and 

injury beyond the scope of juridical and secular intelligibilities. Maikey and Al-Kassim show 

that the foreclosure of intelligibility/audibility within existing forms of recognition and 

representation does not automatically result in a complete subjection to that very system – a 

freedom only in death. Al-Kassim’s focus on rebellious speech acts and Maikey’s 

embodiment of such acts within the system of litigation draw attention to the new 

intelligibilities that might emerge within it and might bring the system to failure. Palestinian 

anticolonial-queer interventions function as rebellious tactics that instrumentalize that 

which excludes them in order to produce different scenes of speaking that can lead to 

different modalities of address and of listening. 

 

4.2 IGLYO Out of Israel !   

 

The international LGBT agenda has too often disconnected the struggle for LGBT 
equality and justice from issues of structural racism and privilege. The location of 
IGLYO’s General Assembly is that long-awaited tipping point where we, as queer 

activists, can no longer ignore or bypass politics of structural racism and occupation, 
which, in reality, cannot be disentangled from matters of sexuality and gender. 

- Palestinian Queers for Boycott Divestment and Sanctions 
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In 2011, the Europe-based International Gay and Lesbian Youth and Student Organization 

(IGLYO) announced its plans to host its annual General Assembly in Tel Aviv. To organize 

the event, it collaborated with the Israeli LGBT organization Israel Gay Youth. Although 

IGLYO membership is restricted to the Council of Europe Member States, IGY is a full 

member of the organization.14 As a response to the announcement, three Palestinian queer 

groups – alQaws, Aswat, and PQBDS – engaged in an email exchange between March and 

June 2011 to urge IGLYO not to hold its GA in Tel Aviv and to cease its collaboration with 

IGY.15 After IGLYO refused to respond to the groups’ demands, the groups decided to 

publicize their email conversations. 

There are four main themes that emerged from the email conversations, which are 

exemplary of the ways in which global LGBTQ organizations have responded to PQBDS’s 

call. First, IGLYO assumed a position of neutrality vis-a-vis the geopolitical context on the 

ground that exceeded its organizational purview: gay emancipation and gay rights. Second, 

IGLYO suggested that it is possible to support the struggle of gays and lesbians in the army 

without being accountable to what that army does despite the three groups’ insistence that 

IGLYO take a stand on the militarism of IGY. Third, IGLYO wrote that it took care to consider 

the situation of queers in the West Bank and Gaza, thereby implicitly suggesting that they 

can act on behalf of Palestinian queers and the issues they face through a depoliticized lens 

of sexuality. Homophobia is their realm of struggle, even though the Palestinian queer 

groups argue that homophobia functions as part of the system of settler colonial occupation: 

 
Homophobia works in tandem with other forms of oppression, such as sexism, 
colonialism, and racism ... In our case, homophobia works in tandem with the 
ideology of the Israeli state, which dictates levels of citizenship along 
unapologetically racist lines. (PQBDS 11 June 2011)  
 

Last, and this assumption relates closely to Mahmood and Asad’s concerns about the 

discourse of secularism, IGLYO argues that it cannot judge between interethnic, 

interreligious or intercultural issues. Their normative framework divides Israelis and 

Palestinians by religious and cultural differences that lead to conflict. In other words, we see 

another re-enactment of the script of liberal modernity that reduces any dispute over the 

                                                        
14 Together with IGY, IGLYO wanted to host their GA in Tel Aviv to commemorate the Bar Noar shooting 
two years prior, in which masked gunmen attacked an LGBTQ youth center in Tel Aviv, killing and 
wounding LGBT youths. 
15 They argue that “IGY, works closely with the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) in recruiting young queers to 
the army – clear proof that IGY is not only a gay organization, but a homonationalist one that is taking an 
active role in maintaining the same oppressing system we are working hard to resist” (PQBDS March 17).  
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meaning of injustice to a dehistoricized and singular version of cultural and religious 

difference. 

IGLYO’s response fits into well-intentioned gay saving narratives of large NGOs 

located in the Global North that seek to export their version of sexual liberation to the rest of 

the world by narrowly focusing on gay rights (marriage and military), visibility, pride, and 

coming out. The initial parameters of the private email exchange underscore what Massad 

calls the “Gay International” (Massad 2007), which describes attempts by global LGBT NGOs 

to subject any and all forms of sexual difference in the South to western nomenclature 

around sexuality. Such parameters and their universalizing tendencies define the conditions 

of possibility for Palestinian queers becoming intelligible/audible. However, there is 

something else going on in the IGLYO exchange that might perhaps help us think outside 

the bounds of this Gay International. IGLYO remains intransigent towards the settler colonial 

context of Israel/Palestine and the parameters through which the Palestinian queer groups 

understand this context in relation to their anticolonial-queer politics.16 IGLYO’s insistence 

on supporting gay rights internationally underscores Mahmood’s argument that the idiom of 

redress not only determines whether one can be heard within the modern legal paradigm, 

but also how the very scenes of injury/injustice operate under such assumptions and the 

kinds of subjectivities are enabled and foreclosed by such pronouncements. 

After several email exchanges explaining to IGLYO why holding the GA in Tel Aviv 

would disregard Palestinian queer voices and the Palestinian call for BDS, IGLYO remained 

unresponsive to the group’s concerns. As an alternative it offered the groups “an entry into 

the conversations of [their] members” by inviting them “to engage with [their] newly formed 

Working Groups, one on Human Rights and another on Intercultural and Inter-religious 

[issues]” (PQBDS May 5). 

They also write that IGY intends to invite representatives of the three respective 

groups to participate in a Leadership Conference ahead of the GA. This event would afford 

the groups with “the unique opportunity to engage in a open discourse” and allow IGLYO “to 

improve [its] understanding of LGBTQ youth issues in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.” This 

event would provide the groups with an opportunity “to engage in debate and discussion 

with IGLYO’s member organizations face to face” (May 5).  

Rather than joining IGY and IGLYO “at the table,” the Palestinian queer groups write:  

                                                        
16 Within the exchange, Palestinian queers emerge as immature queers in need of saving by their 
benevolent Israeli and International gay and lesbian siblings; objects of desire; or as potential threats that 
need to be kept at bay by Israel’s military industrial complex. For critiques of this construction see, for 
example: alQaws “About Us,” “Statement;” Hilal 2013; Maikey “The Road,” “Signposts;” Darwich and 
Maikey 2011; Maikey and Stelder 2015. 
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We hope you understand that an invitation to join “the table” that includes a group 
that actively engages in obscuring the conditions of our lives through pinkwashing 
and violating our rights is not something we are willing or able to do. (PQBDS April 
26) 
 

Their tactics of refusal do not stand alone, but are part of a long lineage of Palestinian 

feminist refusal to engage in joint projects with Israeli or other groups that naturalize Israel’s 

settler colonialism (Maikey and Stelder 86-87). 

Rather than accounting for this exchange as an example of the Gay International or 

as part of the workings of homonationalism, I turn to a different site/sight: the decision of 

the three Palestinian queer groups to refuse IGLYO/IGY’s invitation to “join the table,” and 

their subsequent decision to publicize the email conversations. Attending to refusal as a 

modality that changes the politics of address at work in this exchange, which renders IGLYO 

a complicit addressee, opens up a different scene of speaking and listening that interrupts 

the pre-fabricated scene of address in which IGLYO’s desire to know is predefined and 

structured by its unwillingness to hear. Although the Palestinian queer groups deploy the 

language of Human Rights and International Law in an attempt to deploy a language 

familiar to IGLYO, their refusal to join IGY at the table and the subsequent publication of the 

email exchange both dismantles IGLYO’s terms of engagement and exceeds the idiom of 

International Law and Human Rights. This draws attention to a different scene of speaking 

to understand the ongoing catastrophe of Palestine that refuses the terms of engagement of 

both the Gay International and the contemporary state of Israel/Palestine’s geopolitical 

demands. How does the refusal to join the “table” open up to different ways of 

understanding the terms of engagement with Israel/Palestine?  

Ahmed describes the table as a mode of organizing particular bodies oriented in 

space, both towards and away from one another. She discusses the queer desire to join the 

family table, from which the queer is rejected, as a way to be included within the current 

lines of social organization. However, she also draws attention to how “the desire to join the 

table is a desire to inhabit the very ‘place’ of this rejection” (Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology 

174). The Palestinian queer groups’ refusal to “join the table” is more than a metaphor for a 

place of gathering. It draws attention to how IGLYO’s table is a place of social organization a 

priori constitutive of the exclusion of Palestinian queer voices and demands. The table is not 

only a mode of orientation but also the geopolitical site where settler colonial power 

dynamics are re-enacted. For instance, the discourse of peace negotiations presumes that 
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Palestinian negotiators have an equal position at the table even though the power relations 

have already been predetermined.  

The invitation to join the table constitutes a particular scene of speaking that turns 

injustice against Palestinians into a debate about interreligious, interethnic, and 

intercultural issues without renegotiating the terms of injustice at stake. Furthermore, the 

IGLYO table would be a site for Palestinian queers to share their experiences as queers living 

in the West Bank and Gaza but not as a site for discussing what it means to live under 

occupation or how these might intertwine. IGY even describes its table “as an opportunity to 

strengthen the connection between two geographically adjacent, yet politically-far 

[removed] LGBTQ communities – the Palestinian and Israeli communities.” It would be “of 

greater importance than any peace summit held by politicians” (PQBDS 8 June 2011). Such 

a mapping of the “conflict” reifies the understanding of Palestinians as “adjacent” or “near” 

but never as present within the borders of Israel itself. The West Bank and Gaza become 

sites for containing threatening Palestinian bodies, but Palestinians remain absent from the 

geographic vision Israel has of itself. IGY’s vision obscures its own settler colonial gaze. 

Writing within a politically adjacent and geographically removed context, Mohawk 

scholar Audra Simpson discusses the role of a politics of ethnographic refusal within the 

context of Mohawk communities of Kahnawá;ke. Although her work addresses the context 

of ethnographic refusal in the ethnographic interview, her account opens up productive 

ways to think through Palestinian queer refusal to dialogue. I understand IGLYO’s invitation 

as the enactment of an ethnographic “will to know” that presupposes the unlimited right to 

access and “know” indigenous voices and bodies. It is also a gesture of benevolence. Such a 

desire to “know” reflects Mahmood’s concerns about inquiries into “Muslim culture” after 

the Danish Cartoon controversy. These are inquiries that she deems “premised on normative 

conceptions of the subject, religion, language, and law that are far more fraught than the call 

for decisive political action allows” (Mahmood, “Religious Reason” 66). 

By repeatedly resisting IGLYO’s inquiries to learn more about queers in the West 

Bank and Gaza, the queer groups open up a way to interrogate the geographical and 

geopolitical boundaries IGLYO’s inquiry unwittingly consolidates: the West Bank and Gaza 

as naturalized sites of Palestinian presence that simultaneously form the 

borders/boundaries within which homophobia can be contained.17 Nowhere do they 

                                                        
17 In one email they state that their reason for choosing Tel Aviv had to do with the “safety” of their 
members. When Israel passed its anti-BDS and Nakba Bill in in the summer of 2011, IGLYO ended up 
cancelling its GA in Tel Aviv without explicitly stating these bills as the reason for this decision. This 
decision was still celebrated as a victory by the three Palestinian queer groups, as the settler colonial 
context, however implicit, suddenly mattered to IGLYO (“Victory: IGLYO Moves out of Israel!”). 
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acknowledge how these borders act as material containers of Palestinian (queer) life. In 

their refusal Palestinian queers do not only reject IGLYO’s will to know and its assumption of 

unlimited access, but they simultaneously reject the parameters for understanding the 

borders of Palestine/Israel and articulations of belonging and citizenship within the settler 

state.  

Both IGLYO and IGY assume that the debate might enact a form of “peace 

negotiations” that can bring both sides and their perspective on “the conflict” together. The 

Palestinian groups point to how this debate normalizes the unequal relationship between 

colonizers and colonized. Both popular and academic renditions of Israel/Palestine refer to 

the discourse of “peace negotiations” in order to resolve the “conflict.” According to Anne de 

Jong, the notion of “binary conflict” itself is tied to Zionist hegemony (de Jong 2017). “Peace 

negotiations” within the conflict paradigm erase and normalize the unequal parameters of 

engagements confined within the normative framework of settler colonialism and its 

subsequent articulations of belonging, borders, citizenship, and subjecthood. Implicit in this 

Palestinian queer refusal is the rejection to normalize of these relations. It alters the 

conditions for a debate to take place in the first place – one that does not start from the 

unequal but naturalized position of colonizer and colonized. BDS is one of the means 

through which a different scene of speaking can emerge, leveling the playing field a little 

more and utilizing the language of International Law and Human Rights, which Israel must 

respect in order to engage with Israel/Palestine beyond the dangerous status quo. Beyond 

such a language, Palestinian anti-pinkwashing activism is central to a critique of the 

normalization and naturalization of settler colonial power dynamics. The refusal to take a 

seat at the IGLYO table interrogates the limited conditions of possibility for dialogue, its 

accompanying normative frameworks, and the geographic boundaries on which dialogue is 

premised.   

By rejecting IGY and IGLYO’s parameters and subsequently taking the terms of the 

debate into their own hands by publicizing the email conversations against IGLYO’s desire, 

the three groups create a different scene of speaking and engagement that draws attention 

to IGLYO and IGY’s absolute intransigence vis-a-vis Palestinian queer concerns and 

demands. Intransigence needs to be understood as a mode of response enabled by the 

normative framework of liberal modernity. The groups generate a different scene of speaking 

that imagines other conditions of possibility for a response to emerge. Rejecting 

IGLYO/IGY’s benevolence, the queer groups position themselves as ungrateful subjects. 

Within this enunciation of their relationship to IGLYO’s offerings they open up a space for 

another relationship to a language of gay rights and benevolent recognition of single-issue 
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oppression to emerge. The act of publicizing the email conversations creates a different kind 

of table that I can join to engage with Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques that demands 

non-oppressive listening. At this other table, Palestinian queers become their own authors 

under the persisting conditions of dispossession. This is not to propose a romantic version 

of agency under conditions of settler colonial occupation. Instead, I point to the opening of a 

different mode of orientation that undermines contemporary modes of engagement within 

liberal modernity that hold sway over how injury and injustice in Israel/Palestine are 

perceived. Ahmed suggests, “if we think with and through orientation we might allow the 

moments of disorientation to gather, almost as if they are bodies around a different table. 

We might, in the gathering, face a different way” (Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology 24).  

Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques show the limits of contemporary settler 

colonial imaginaries and discourses of belonging and citizenship rooted within the logic of 

the liberal settler state. Palestinian anticolonial-queer politics of refusal generate novel 

forms of intelligibility and dismantle IGLYO’s intransigence towards the three groups’ call. 

Such a reorientation “suspends the closure necessary to political action so as to allow 

thinking to proceed in unaccustomed ways” (Mahmood, “Religious Reason” 92). 

Refusing the bestowal of rights and benevolence the groups make us “face a different 

way.” Within this altered framing of “the conflict” between Israel and Palestinians and 

between the groups and IGLYO/IGY, the three Palestinian groups draw attention to the limits 

of the western will to know, and how it is complicit with homonationalism and the Gay 

International, and moreover, with settler colonial and imperial logics and imaginaries. At the 

same time, their refusal draws attention to this history of settler colonial encounters that 

“move us away from statist forms of recognition” (Simpson, “On Ethnographic” 78), which 

are enacted, consolidated, and confined according to the parameters of the modern (settler 

colonial) state. There exists “a definite core that seemed to reveal itself at the point of refusal 

and that refusal was arrived at, of course, at the very limit of discourse” (74).  

To think about Palestinian anticolonial-queer politics of refusal as the deployment of 

different tactical and incommensurable positionalities that operate within and at the limits 

of discourse allows me to think beyond the boundaries Massad lays out when he argues that 

any deployment of the language of the Gay International would make Palestinian queers 

native informants for the Gay International, or representatives of westernized Arab bourgeois 

elites (Massad 2002; 2007; 2015).18 It is perhaps more productive to think about Palestinian 

                                                        
18 In a series of footnotes in his latest book Islam in Liberalism, he expressly targets alQaws and PQBDS as 
exemples of Israeli- and U.S.-based native and bourgeois informants, which shows a lack of engagement 
on his part with the actual work and constellations of these groups. 
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anticolonial-queer deployments of a language of LGBT and queer politics and rights within 

the purview of Al-Kassim’s work on the rant as a rebellious act of constructing the law one 

seeks to rebuke. Engaging, refusing, and at the same time rewriting a language of rights and 

sexuality is not a naïve act unaware of the oppressive role of these discourses “that are in 

work in any colonial encounter” (Simpson, “On Ethnographic” 78). The decision to engage in 

and/or refuse dominant discourses enacts a rebellious tactical mode of cooptation and 

refusal that demands engaging with Palestinian anticolonial-queer critiques differently  

Even though the groups failed to convince IGLYO, the publication of the email 

correspondence makes space for this different orientation to emerge. This play has 

everything to do with reimagining forms of Palestinian self-determination, sovereignty, and 

belonging beyond the settler state. To understand Palestinian queer refusal as a means to 

engage with different scenes of speaking simultaneously reveals different modes of refusing 

“the authority of the [settler colonial] state at every turn” (73). This refusal enacts a different 

enunciation of rights, belonging, and justice that refuses liberal progress narratives and 

spatio-temporal enunciations of modernity. 

 

4.3 Towards Other Scenes of Speaking 

 

The politics of refusal, although ephemeral, return at several sites: turning to these sites, I 

tried to weave together moments that imagine other geographies or spatio-temporalities for 

Palestine. These weavings envision new forms of moving and living that challenge the 

geography of Zionist settler colonialism, its sexual politics, its imperial entanglements, and 

its underlying spatio-temporal assumptions that determine how injury and injustice get to 

operate. They remain illegible within the sphere of the differend reproduced within the 

normative framework of secular modernity that operates in both radical and liberal 

responses to Palestinian anticolonial-queer critique. Such a differend reveals how secular 

modernity acts as “an ineluctable aspect of our present condition, as both political 

imagination and epistemological limit” (Mahmood, Religious Difference 21). At the same 

time, it necessitates other forms of political imagination and forms of listening. Rather than 

arguing that we might be able to escape our present condition, this chapter urges for a turn 

to Palestinian anticolonial-queer practices that exceed the idiom of liberalism and indicate a 

different spatio-temporal plane that operates alongside it and in refusal of it. 

Thinking through the question of multiple temporalities in her discussion of sexual 

politics and secular time, Butler writes: 
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The “constellation” which is one’s own era is precisely the difficult and interruptive 
scene of multiple temporalities, ones that cannot be reduced to cultural pluralism or 
a liberal discourse of rights…. To separate the ‘now time’ [Benjamin] from these 
claims of modernity is to undercut the temporal framework that uncritically supports 
state power, its legitimating effect, and its coercive instrumentalities. (Butler, “Sexual 
Politics” 20-21)  
 

Acknowledging the register of multiple temporalities also means acknowledging the 

existence of multiple modes of address. The question of temporality presented thus takes 

the epigraph at the beginning of this chapter from the more familiar avenue of critique into a 

different vision of temporality that encompasses Palestinian anticolonial-queer spatio-

temporal acts that provide a “vision of freedom not yet to come” (Mbembe 39). 

The scenes of speaking created by Palestinian queer activist groups operate a politics 

of refusal. Be it by rebelliously intervening into the scene of address, shifting the parameters 

and idioms of critique, or generating different spatio-temporal modalities of engagement, 

Palestinian queer anticolonial critique demands a different attunement to the terrain of 

struggle. The Jadaliyya and IGLYO debates highlight the ways in which Palestinian queer 

activists refuse to be relegated to the realm of the differend. Even though it is not possible to 

fully opt out of that position, they point me towards other terms of engagement that exceed 

it through their articulation of an anticolonial-queer politics that attends to the geopolitical 

context of Zionist settler colonialism, transnational complicities, and their legitimizing 

discourses. However embattled and contentious, Israel’s settler colonial occupation is not 

just a site of social death for Palestinians; it is also a spatio-temporal plane for carrying out 

anticolonial-queer imaginaries that are at the heart of this part of the dissertation. These 

imaginaries operate within the time of the now that undermine the “legitimating effect” and 

the “coercive instrumentalities” of Zionist settler colonialism and (gay) imperialism. They 

not only draw attention to injustice committed against Palestinians, but also offer a different 

lens for understanding how injustice operates, how to listen to a call for justice, and how to 

respond. 

Refusal does not foreclose engagement, but opens up other avenues for responding 

to a Palestinian call for justice that draws on mapping “more humanly workable 

geographies” (McKittrick 2006) that persist under occupation. Palestinian anticolonial-queer 

critiques refuse the borders and geographies of Zionist settler colonialism by creating a 

space for Palestinian queer belonging that is anticolonial and opens up other avenues for 

imagining political futurity. In fleeting moments, these modes of space-making live a 

freedom that is not yet to come, but can almost be imagined, felt, lived, and embodied.  


