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LGBT Palestinians and Israeli communities: Analysis of divergent
discourses and its influencing factors among LGBTQ communities

throughout the land of Palestine /Israel

Robert Andrews

Gay Palestinians. Yes they’re real. They are diverse, and not nearly as invisible as one
might think. I’ve had the privilege of speaking with just a few gay Palestinians from across the
spectrum, from the politically ambivalent Muslim-American in the closet to a son of a refugee
who now holds a PhD and is out to family and community. While homosexuality has at times been
met with violence in the Middle East there is a spectrum of experiences that often don’t make it
into the public eye, yet are having profound impact on the voices of those involved. These voices
of visibility and solidarity are present and growing for inclusion of sexual and gender diversity in
Palestine. These divergent discourses and influencing factors among LGBT(Q communities
throughout the land of Palestine/Israel are essential to understanding the needs and demands of all
peoples involved in regards to both the politics of sexual identity and their place within the larger
Palestinian liberation movement. The following diagram is far from comprehensive or fully
inclusive, but rather a framework in which to begin our understanding and exploration of this

socio-politically complex landscape.
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When approaching these issues there are many cultural and religious expectations to keep in mind.
There is no question that motivation for resistance and violence against any sort of sexual
deviation comes, at least in part, from religion. In looking at the broad spectrum of works on the
intersections between the Abrahamic faiths and homosexuality, the text commonly referred to is
the story of Lot and thusly used as justification for discrimination. Other motivations which are
not validated by religious doctrine, such as “honor” and bringing shame upon the family have
been reported on extensively in western media. And in Palestine-Israel, there is an added

Socio-Political factor playing a role as one result of the Israeli occupation; the case being the



perpetuation of the myth that being gay means you are an Israeli collaborator, which will be
discussed in greater detail later.

In 2012 Michael Kagan and Anat Ben-Dor of Tel Aviv University published “Nowhere to
Run Gay Palestinian Asylum-Seckers in Israel”: an illuminating report engaging a small number of
gay Palestinians to recount sexual discrimination attacks by Palestinian Authority security forces,
community members (some even posing as official PA individuals), and family. In some of the
more harrowing stories, we see gross violation in human rights. Most of the recorded stories
occurred in the late 90’s and eatly 2000’s. After victims were released, the authors cite that many
reported not being able to receive any sort of official protection. There is a high risk for many
individuals staying in their community after these incidents, are ostracized, and pushed to a point
where fleeing, usually to Tel Aviv, is the only immediate and available option. PTSD is a common

outcome for such individuals.

Internal Advocacy

However, the discrimination and violence that has occurred are not the only
representations of being a gay Palestinian in Palestine and abroad. Over the past decade, a slow
yet effective movement for inclusion of sexual and gender diversity has taken root with powerful
results. In 2002 Aswat!, an organization dedicated to providing “safe, ,supportive and
empowering spaces to express and address...personal,social and political struggles as a national
indigenous minority” for Palestinian woman identifying as queer emerged. Three years later in

2005 Al Qaws, an organization for sexual and gender diversity in Palestinian society came to be.



Both are still active today throughout their communities. Al Qaws’s mission statement explains

quite clearly its role,

“Al Qaws for Sexual & Gender Diversity in Palestinian Society is a group of gay, lesbian, bisexual,
transgender, questioning and queer (LGBTQ) Palestinian activists who work collaboratively to break
down gendered and hetero-normative barriers. Al Qaws seeks to create an open space for all its members

so that they may be engaged and energized in the struggle for equality and inclusion.”

“Our mission is to contribute towards building an active Palestinian LGBTQ community that is capable
of challenging Palestinian civil society to become more inclusive and respectful. We also envision a
Palestinian society that embraces a non-hierarchical outlook on sexual and gender diversity. We view our
mission as intersecting with a wider movement to create an open and accepting society that celebrates

diversity in all its forms.” >

Achieving these goals can be a complicated task, but with the outreach of social media and
the concept of crowdsourcing we have seen successful fundraising and awareness campaigns take
place. In fall of 2013, Al Qaws’s Indiegogo campaign garnered nearly $7700 USD over two
months to provide individual support services, such as hotlines and safe spaces, as well as
community building. Al Qaws has provided accurate health/safety information and social
gatherings for its communities. It’s most poignant stance is that this is an organization that works

with,not for, gay Palestinians.

Indiegogo:

“Following recommended strategies in approaching civil society institutions resulting from our Human



Rights institutions field research (including extensive interviews and a detailed report), a new Networking
Coordinator will oversee the successful implementation of our new networking and training initiatives.
These initiatives target civil society institutions, including NGO staff members of human rights, feminist,
and health organizations, as we seek to spatk their alignment with alQaws’ vision of a society-wide

embrace of gender and sexual diversity”

Queer Community and Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS)

In order to better facilitate these goals and combat many of the misconceptions about
homosexuality in the territories members of Palestinian gay advocacy organizations have also
focused efforts on aligning themselves with organizations of civil society concerning the larger
Palestinian liberation movement. In recent years boycott, divestment, and sanctions as a platform
of grassroots activism and non-violent popular resistance among Palestinians has enabled queer
Palestinians to engage in the national identity in ways that may have been unavailable previously.
The largest organization leading the boycott movement is the Palestinian Academic and Cultural
Boycott of Israel (PACBI) founded by Omar Barghouti in 2002 and has expressed public
acknowledgment of the queer Palestinian movement and its part in the secular organizations of

the liberation movement. *

In an interview with western news outlet Grit-TV Omar Barghouti explains,

“BDS is not just about ending the occupation and apartheid, it’s about building a better society. A better
society by definition must be inclusive and must recognize people’s rights. Individual rights and people’s
identity, be it gender,sexual identity, any other form of identity should not prevent them from getting equal
rights. So we must absolutely be consistent with ourselves and say equal rights for all includes

everyone...When South Africa was saying,”Oh, we have more gay rights than any African state,” does



that make apartheid good?... 'm against whose who say let’s delay women’s rights. Especially if it come

with women’s rights debates. Let’s delay women’s rights till after liberation. Nothing comes after

liberation; either we start now in parallel or nothing will come after we end apartheid and occupation.””®

This collaboration among Palestine’s queer advocate community and the larger liberation
movement culminated in the launch of an initiative known as Palestinian Queers for BDS
(PQBDS). This initiative, launched in the late 2000’s, further articulated the notion that regardless

of one's sexual identity, liberation is a shared valued among gay Palestinian organizations.

Pinkwashing

PQBDS also serves another function. Pinkwatching is an active awareness campaign that
details and deconstructs what has become known as “Pinkwashing”. Pinkwashing essentially is the
cooptation of gay tolerance by the Israeli government to achieve its own interest beyond the

goals of the movement it claims to support. The www.putarainbowonit.com campaign,

highlighted in Ali Abunimah’s “Pinkwash Greenwash Hogwash” Il humorously articulates the
impact of pinkwashing efforts. One of the more direct ways these efforts are expressed is in the
form of Homonationalism®. When looking at the works of Joseph Massad and established work
on the “Gay International” * there is a clear relationship between Israel’s acceptance of gay rights
and advancement of its own interest to validate its occupation of the Palestinian territories. By
placating the demands of those who embrace a model of sexual identity, arguably limited in scope,
Israel uses gay tolerance to pass a litmus test based on a western-centric definition of what it
means to be a homosexual. The result is the image that tolerance and inclusion are Israeli values,

while simultaneously violating the very principles the Israeli government says it upholds towards


http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.putarainbowonit.com%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNEV1COcCB498m0VIr04xI2T238lag

Palestinian population. This includes gay Palestinians among other minorities. Coupled with this is
the systematic demonization of Palestinians towards sexual diversity by Israeli institutions and
organizations '’ which actively ignore the positive voices of gay Palestinian communities

Perhaps one of the most visible symbols of Pinkwashing efforts is the city of Tel Aviv.
The 2nd largest metropolitan city in Israel has a strong and active state supported gay tourism
campaign painting Tel Aviv as the “gay capital of the Middle East” where all homosexuals are
welcome. Interestingly, the adult gay film industry plays an integral part in this, including the
production of advertisements for Tel Aviv as a gay tourist destination.'" These images often imply
that this inclusion and tolerance is present throughout all of Israel, in contrast to all of the Arab
states. This is not the case as: 1) resistance to inclusion of Israel’s sexual minorities are present and
active by many Orthodox Jews, especially in Jerusalem, and 2) these principles are not extended to

any gay Palestinians based on their ethnicity.

Asylum /Refugees

The right and path to inclusion, self-determination, and liberation of sexuality in Palestine
is not solely determined by factors from within the territories and the Palestinian population
alone. The Israeli occupations impact is extensive and plays a role in the perception of sexuality in
Isracl/Palestine. Israel claims itself as a safe haven for sexual minorities, yet displays systematic
actions for exclusion of non-Jewish individuals. This complex process of Israel circumventing
International Law affects gay Palestinians, but it is certainly not limited to them.

The 1951 UN Refugee Convention clearly states that it is illegal for any country to deny



asylum based on nationality. However, many Palestinians seeking asylum (including gay
Palestinians) have reported being denied any sort of mechanism for asylum and being turned away
at the border. Many testimonies included at least verbal abuse if not physical by IDF soldiers.'*
The few cases that were successful in stopping deportation of gay Palestinians caught in Israel
(illegally, as there ate no readily available mechanisms for legal residence/asylum) was due to the
law of Non-refoulement. This statute prohibits any deportations of individuals who provide
evidence that their life would be in imminent danger upon return. Unfortunately there have also
been reports that this has been ignored at the checkpoints.

For those who do seek asylum in Israel find themselves undertaking an arduous process
that has little success without the assistance of NGO. There is no real accessible and determinable

interim protection for asylum seekers within Israel. Kagan and Ben-Dor assert

“Israel’s current asylum system entirely excludes Palestinians simply because they are Palestinian.
Palestinian asylum-seckers are not permitted to submit applications, neither to the NSGB nor to

UNHCR’s Jerusalem office.”"?

Tel Aviv University’s Refugee Rights Clinic has reported success in the past by having “submitted
applications to UNHCR’s Geneva Headquarters for emergency resettlement...and is an
exceptional measure employed in unique cases.” '

One of the most influential factors in this context is the Citizenship and Entry into Israel
Law (2002). While the law has several functions it explicitly denies automatic citizenship to any

individual married to an Israeli. The law potentially offers temporary work permits, but even this

is governed by a narrow spectrum of inclusion. The result is the dividing of families, primarily



those relationships between Israelis and Palestinians, including homosexual ones. In article 3D

“The Law states that if the security authorities assess that in the applicant’s country of origin or place of
residence ‘activity which might endanger the security of Israel or its citizens’ takes place, the applicant will

be refused.” 1®

Ultimately, it was upheld by the Israeli High Court further solidifying that according to Israeli law
all Palestinians are a security risk, which “can’t be removed by individual screening. '® While the
law itself possesses a “humanitarian clause” utilizing a sub-committee to determine whether or not
someone can receive citizenship or asylum is limited in opportunity for consideration even if they

are gay.

Relationships with gay communities in Israel

The relationship between Israeli queer organizations and interest and Palestinian interest
has had a long and somewhat complicated relationship. According to Haneen Maikey, one of the
founders of Al Qaws and prominent voice in the Palestinian movement for sexual and gender
diversity briefly describes the origins of this relationship starting with Jerusalem Open House
(JOH), an important and effective space and organization for Israeli LGBTQ community

members. While JOH did see participation by gay Palestinian men, Maikey writes,

“After the second Intifada, however Palestinian LGBTQ people stopped coming to Israeli queer spaces in
general and to JOH in particular. JOH leaders began an outreach initiative to bring Palestinian queers
back, while ignoring the reason behind this change in their attendance. This can be seen, in retrospect, as
an attempt to depoliticize the Palestinian queer struggle, bringing it in line with an Israeli LGBT struggle

that has been and continues to be largely apolitical.” v



This resulted in a sort of exclusion/friction that can be argued as similar to some aspects of first
wave feminism in America where other minority females were excluded (ie African American
Women). Such an example can be seen in the response to the 2009 shooting of an Israeli LGBT
Association center shooting, where an immediate outcry by many Israelis incited demonstrations
and a memorial. However, gay Palestinian community members were excluded from speaking at
the memorial. According to Gil Hochberg the Tel Aviv organization rejected their inclusion

stating,
“ “We didn’t want [him] to make any connection between our memorial ceremony and the occupation...and
this has nothing to do with the occupation.” Enforcing this artificial split between various modes of
violence and discrimination...the memorial service for the victims of homophobia was thus mobilized to

reinforce national amnesia.”!®

These choices of exclusion further highlighted the usage of homonationalism and pink washing as
means to distract from the larger occupation. Haneen Maikey points out that the memorial
“proclaimed a ‘don’t kill’ message on the main stage all the while ignoring their part in killing

hundreds of Gazans only a few months earlier” "

Unresearched Responses by the Israeli Government

As seen in recent media, and anecdotally written about in several news sources, those
Palestinians who exhibit “deviant behavior” such as homosexuality can be vulnerable to more than
just repression by those inside the territories. And while the targeting of vulnerable Palestinians

extends beyond just those who identify as homosexual, it is still a targeted group by the Israeli



government. Shin Bet, Israel’s internal security apparatus, has been accused of arresting and
blackmailing gay Palestinians. These reports assert physical and verbal abuse by the Israeli
institution where Palestinians are “incentivized” to inform on their community or risk being
outed and dropped off in a conservative area.™ It these actions specifically that have reinforced
the stereotype that being gay amounts to being an Israeli collaborator and thus betraying
aspirations of national identity.”!! Unfortunately this information is incredibly thin, as is only cited
in anecdotal interviews. In a brief conversation with a lawyer from Tel Aviv Universities Refugee
Law Clinic, they explained not only does no such empirical research yet exist on measuring this
abuse, but even their own efforts to do so have been unsuccessful. One would argue that this
largely due to the lack of transparency and public distribution of operations by any national
internal security apparatus. Additional anecdotal reports suggest that the frequency of this practice
have diminished greatly seemingly correlating with the rise of gay Palestinian advocacy within the

territories. Again, these are non-empirical conversations.

Relationships with gay communities in the West

America, being an essential ally to Israel, is an integral piece of the puzzle regarding
Palestinian liberation as a whole as well as for liberation of sexual identity. As popular secular
non-violent resistance such as BDS grows along with the call by queer Palestinians reaching a
western audience, we see increasing visibility of the statements being made and the individuals
participating in Palestinian solidarity. In the past several years we have seen the boycott of the Tel
Aviv Film Festival by prolific gay activist/filmmakers due the funding that comes from the Israeli

state institution supporting the occupation. Notably, in 2012 the Equality Forum in Philadelphia



recognizing Israel as the featured nation with then US/Israeli Ambassador Michael Oren as
keynote speaker was met resistance by numerous academics. At least one Israeli citizen was
forcibly removed from the event for his verbal protest within the event recognizing the
hypoctisy concerning the lack of freedoms towards gay or any Palestinians. ** These events have
garnered the support of many long-standing gay activist including John Greyson, Sara Schulman,

Katherine Franke, and many more.

Conclusion

It is necessary to recognize that change always needs to come from within, no matter the
conflict. One must keep in mind that one is not partially free; if all of Palestinian/Arab culture
were to accept homosexuality as we sit fit tomorrow, would Palestinians be free? Not anymore
than gay Palestinians would be free if the occupation/siege ended tomorrow. It would be
hypocritical to demand Palestinians embrace equality for those who identify as gay while not
demanding the same rights of principle be offered to all Palestinians by Israel.

But by exploring the relationships between different narratives surrounding sexuality and
gender diversity in Isracl/Palestine we can see a clear set of reactions and perspectives shaping
the divergent discourses on the matter. But it is necessary that far more research be done. Do the
interest and needs of gay communities on either side of the green actually impair the other sides
goals? To what extent does the occupation hinder the progress and work done by Palestinian
queer advocacy organizations? These are just some of the questions that current analysis has

elicited in understanding the complexities of the circumstance.
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