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ABSTRACT 

 This paper examines the political stakes of homonational discourses in Israeli 
pinkwashing and the 2006 Dutch Act on Civic Integration Abroad. Jasbir Puar conceives of 
homonationalism as an analytic for understanding the dual movement of sanctioned 
homonormative queer subjectivities into the protection of the nation state and the expulsion of 
“deviant” Muslim subjects from the possibility of national belonging. Using a modified version 
of grounded theory to examine government and non-governmental documents, I trace the 
deployment of discourses of modernity, sexuality and race in Israeli LGBT marketing and Dutch 
immigrant integration policy. In an effort to brand itself as a modern democracy and to obscure 
the violence of its occupation of Palestine, Israel markets itself internationally as exceptionally 
tolerant and accepting of LGBT populations. Through deploying calculated tropes of 
homophobia, fanaticism and irrationality, Israel portrays the entire Middle East as a “backward” 
site where violent “Muslim culture” is able to take hold at the expense of imperiled queer 
populations. Similarly, the Netherlands constructs itself as a site of sexual exceptionalism in 
terms of its legal and social acceptance of LGBT individuals. The Netherlands uses this status to 
justify the expulsion of supposedly homophobic Turkish and Moroccan immigrants. Dutch 
homonationalism constructs a modern and liberal Dutch national culture against a dependent, 
violent, and overly religious Muslim culture. In both cases “Muslim culture” becomes the 
catchall term for multiple axes of difference that would appear to be separate analytics. Muslim 
religious affiliation becomes tied to Arab race, which is tied to violent and homophobic 
behaviors. In this way, homonationalism consolidates a vision of the world that sorts bodies into 
populations that deserve the protection of the state (homonormative queers among them) and 
“dangerous” populations that must be cast out from the nation. I argue that my project ultimately 
demonstrates the necessity of studying homonationalism in the political and historical context in 
which it occurs and studying it intersectionally along multiple axes of difference.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 Within international queer politics, a certain paradox of inclusion has emerged. After 

decades of struggle against legal and social homophobia, some queer groups have gained entry 

into national communities of belonging. Since Israel’s “gay decade” of the 1990s, lesbians and 

gay men gained anti-discrimination legislation, adoption and family planning rights, and the 

ability to serve openly in the military (Schulman 2013). In another context, Dutch queers have 

had adoption and family planning rights, strong anti-discrimination laws and marriage rights for 

over a decade (Hekma and Duyvendak 2011). But what was the cost of these gains? At the same 

time that Dutch LGBT populations celebrated their inclusion in Dutch society, Turkish and 

Moroccan immigrants were barred entry from the country based on their “traditional” 

homophobic condemnation of same-sex romantic activities. Similarly, while Tel Aviv is exalted 

as a modern gay tourist destination internationally, Israel continues to enact violence and 

oppression on Palestinians. How then does one address the seemingly simultaneous expansion of 

national inclusion to certain queer subjects and expulsion of other, mostly Muslim bodies?  

Implicit in this question is the delineation of acceptable and unacceptable axes of 

difference. The conflict between queer national subjects and Muslim population appears not just 

along the lines of the visible difference of race, but also along the lines “tradition” and “progress” 

as viewed through sexuality. My project then sets out to answer the question: how do 

conceptions of modernity, sexuality and race inform the construction of homonationalist political 

discourses? In the course of this paper, I argue that both the Netherlands and Israel use 

circumscribed notions of queerness to market themselves internationally as exceptional in their 

celebration of LGBT populations. Some queer individuals are able to gain belonging to the 

nation, but only through disciplining themselves to conform to the mandates of homonormative 
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queerness. As part of a larger political project aimed at expelling Arab Muslim populations from 

the national territory, the Netherlands’ and Israel’s gay rights record is exalted in comparison to 

countries of the Middle East that are viewed as sexually repressive and homophobic. Using static 

and shallow tropes of violence, religious fanaticism, and homophobia, the Netherlands and Israel 

construct a singular “Muslim culture” that dictates the actions and behaviors of immigrant or 

Palestinian populations, and countries in the Middle East. Homonationalist discourses attempt to 

fold multiple axes of difference, like race, religion and sexuality, into two coherent monoliths of 

culture: modern Western culture and backward Muslim culture. As a mode of obscuring and 

perpetuating state violence through forced assimilation and expulsion, homonationalism 

represent a contemporary method of sorting populations into those deserving of protection and 

those that must be contained or cast out of the nation. 

 In the remaining part of the introduction, I establish the contextual background of my 

project. I begin by introducing the two case studies of homonationalism that I employ: Israeli 

pinkwashing and the 2006 Dutch Act on Civic Integration Abroad. Taken together, these cases 

provide valuable insight into the operations of homonationalism. I continue by introducing the 

existing scholarship and main conceptual frames surrounding my project. Using Jasbir Puar’s 

conception of homonationalism as the “dual movement” of exceptional queer subjects into the 

national body and propulsion of Muslims out, I argue that my project rests at the academic 

juncture of studies of sexuality and modernity, and studies of race and multiculturalism. After 

this review, I explain my research method as a modified form of grounded theory that employs 

the analytical categories presented by Puar and others. I conclude the introduction by providing 

an outline of the remaining chapters of this paper.   

 



 

 7 

Background 

 In order to address the puzzle of race, modernity and sexuality in homonationalism, I turn 

to two case studies: Israeli pinkwashing and Dutch civic integration policies. In 2005 Israel 

began international marketing campaigns that attempt to obscure its human rights violations in 

regard to the occupation of Palestine by referencing its exceptionally gay-friendly political 

climate. Around the same time, the Netherlands began implementing stringent immigration 

policies that predicated entry into the country on observance of Dutch values, prominently 

including tolerance of public displays of affection among LGBT people. Although the queer 

marketing strategies of the Israeli government and the immigration policies of the Netherlands 

may appear so contextually different as to make their comparison moot, it is precisely their 

similarities in spite of situational differences that sheds light on the workings of 

homonationalism. Despite geographical, political and social difference, both Israel and the 

Netherlands deploy normalized visions of queerness in order to contain or expel Muslim 

populations. Cross-national comparisons of these two sets of discourses allow an exploration of 

the larger structures and interests implicated in homonational projects. 

 

Pinkwashing1 

 As a political strategy, pinkwashing first emerged in 2005 as a result of Israeli 

government consultation with seven US marketing and communications executives who later 

composed the “Brand Israel Group” (Schulman 2012). Meant to depart from perceptions of Israel 

as antiquated and full of conflict, the Israeli government began the “Brand Israel” campaign in 

                                                 
1 “Pinkwashing” as a term connected to Israel emerged among Israel BDS activists in 2006. It 
was originally used to refer to the cynical use of pink ribbon marketing for breast cancer that 
better serves corporate profits rather than research interests. See Stukin’s article in Time, 
http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1543947-1,00.html.   

http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1543947-1,00.html
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order to market itself as modern, relevant and peace loving. In particular, the campaign was 

meant to downplay religion and conflict surrounding Palestine in order to make the country 

appear more relevant to young Americans. The overall goal of such a strategy was then to gain 

potential allies internationally who will support Israel ideologically and materially (Popper 2005). 

Within this larger framework, pinkwashing emerged as a marketing strategy specifically tailored 

to liberal and secular social groups (particularly young people) internationally. Pinkwashing is 

then an Israeli political strategy that attempts to brand Israel as modern and respectful of human 

rights by referencing its “exceptional” status of LGBT rights.2 These discourses work 

specifically in the service of rendering violence against Palestinians invisible. The violence of 

pinkwashing lies in its erasure of the physical violence, expulsion and surveillance of Israeli 

settler colonialist policies toward Palestine. As a gradual process whereby a colonizing power 

inhabits an area occupied by the indigenous population, settler colonialism deploys a logic of 

elimination aimed at slowly eliminating all evidence of the indigenous group’s presence (Wolfe 

2006). In Israel this logic manifests itself in a barrage of human rights abuses and violence 

centered on the creation of separate law codes for Jews and non-Jews and the military occupation 

of the Occupied Palestinian Territories (Haddad, et. al. 2013). These realities of life in 

Israel/Palestine are what pinkwashing seeks to hide.   

 Pinkwashing gained widespread international attention in 2006 with the announcement 

that Israel would host World Pride under the event title “Love Without Borders.” The 

announcement led to protests by the first clear anti-pinkwashing activist groups. Operating in the 

US and internationally, activist organizations spearheaded by Queers Undermining Israeli 

                                                 
2 Throughout this paper I use the term “LGBT rights” to refer to the discursive representations of 
the umbrella of queer identities and sexualities that the Netherlands and Israel utilize, except 
where documents name specific groups (for instance the rights of gay men or lesbians). 
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Terrorism (QUIT! 2006) called for an international boycott of World Pride in order to stand in 

solidarity with Palestinian queers who would be barred from entrance into Jerusalem and the 

event (QUIT! 2006). Although the event was still held, it attracted activist attention to the 

existence of pinkwashing and led to the creation of US and internationally based activist groups 

that mobilized around queer Palestinian interests. Importantly, this event consolidated 

“pinkwashing” as a concept and a term that activists could employ. Activist interest in 

pinkwashing continued to strengthen in the next few years as Israel continued to deploy gay-

friendly rhetoric as a marketing campaign. Concentrating on the US, Canada and Europe, the 

Israeli Foreign Ministry employed a variety of marketing research firms to test pilot programs 

including the “Spotlight Tel Aviv” program at the Toronto International Film Festival (Schulman 

2012). As a result of Israel’s continued investment in marketing its “brand” in the West, a variety 

of anti-pinkwashing activist groups based across the US and Canada came into existence from 

2006-2010, most of which continue to operate today.3 Calling for boycott, sanctions and 

divestment of Israel by Western countries, these activist groups have directly impacted both the 

literature surrounding pinkwashing and Israel’s deployment of the strategy by forcing the 

country to counter its “delegitimization.”  

 Yet, rather than disappearing amid activist pressure, pinkwashing as a political strategy 

has increasingly shifted to combatting the “delegitimization” of Israel; that is, defending its 

marketing strategies rather than abandoning them. In their 2010 report on international opinion 

of Israel, the Israeli think-tank the Reut Institute warned the Israeli government that 

“delegitimization networks” based in the West posed an existential threat to Israeli security by 

“turning Israel into a pariah state and by challenging the moral legitimacy of its authorities and 

                                                 
3 For instance see Queers Against Apartheid (http://queersagainstapartheid.org/who/) and 
Pinkwatching Israel (http://www.pinkwatchingisrael.com/about-us/).  

http://queersagainstapartheid.org/who/
http://www.pinkwatchingisrael.com/about-us/
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existence” (Reut Institute 2012, 13). The institute recommended a strategic re-branding of Israel 

that emphasizes positive media images of the country, particularly in international “hubs” of 

delegitimization like London, Toronto, Madrid and the Bay Area (Reut Institute 2010). The 

direct Israeli response has been to focus on marketing that brands Tel Aviv as “the New Capital” 

for European gay tourism (Schulman 2012). This relationship between Israeli policymakers, 

Western consumers and American activists highlights the degree to which pinkwashing operates 

on multiple locations, “from the internal contradictions that homonationalism produces within 

Israel, to the production of Israel as liberal and progressive in relation to the homophobia of 

Palestine, to the level of global transnational organizing” (Puar 2011, 138). Although there is no 

single document or policy that can be called pinkwashing, strands of Israeli discourse clearly 

attempt to market the state as a LGBT friendly paradise against the backdrop of an otherwise 

“backward” and intolerant Middle East. 

 

Dutch Civic Integration  

 In 2006 the Netherlands passed the Act on Civic Integration Abroad that requires 

immigrants of non-Western origin4 staying longer than three months to pass an exam on Dutch 

language and culture before they are granted entry into the country. As part of the new policy, 

the Ministry of Alien Affairs and Integration produced and released a film that was included in a 

kit that applicants were required to purchase in preparation for the exam. Titled Naar Nederlands, 

the video is meant as a primer on the “freedom” of the Netherlands and the way in which modern 

                                                 
4 Although the policy technically applies to all foreign nationals, it includes specific exemptions 
for EU residents and immigrants from Switzerland, Norway, Iceland, the US, Australia, New 
Zealand, Canada and Japan. The official justification for these exemptions was that Western 
immigrants already have strong democratic values and English language skills that would 
prevent them from being socially isolated in the Netherlands (Odé & Klaver 2009). 
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Dutch values may conflict with traditional “immigrant values” that condone violent acts like 

honor killings (Maussen 2006). A specific demonstration of this Dutch freedom within the video 

is the depiction of two gay men kissing in a park.5 The inclusion of this image attracted 

international attention and was called Islamophobic by some because it was seen as unfairly 

targeting Muslims of Middle Eastern nationalities who may object to homosexuality (Butler 

2010). This widespread attention led to the film being remade in 2008 to exclude the notorious 

image. What the video renders visible is the contestation between Dutch cultural values of 

secularity and sexual freedom and the supposed “traditional” values of Muslim immigrants who 

oppose homosexuality. The video then fuses two intricately connected but seemingly unrelated 

histories: the Dutch history of LGBT inclusion and of immigrant integration policy. 

 During the 1960s the Netherlands experienced a sexual revolution that led to increased 

visibility of lesbian and gay populations. Although the majority of Dutch people in the late 1960s 

were opposed to homosexuality, by the early 1970s the Netherlands (and particularly 

Amsterdam) had gained an international reputation as a center of sexual freedom (Hekma & 

Duyvendak 2011). In 2001 the Netherlands became the first country in the world to legalize 

same-sex marriage. With such a history of sexual emancipation, government and popular 

attempts to guarantee the political and social respect for LGBT populations largely took the form 

of targeting specific groups that held more “traditional” beliefs. These groups consisted of 

religious communities (both orthodox Christians and Muslims) and immigrant groups (mainly of 

Turkish and Moroccan origin). The view that religious groups and immigrants were homophobic 

only increased after the highly publicized murders of gay anti-Muslim politician Pim Fortuyn (by 

                                                 
5 For a description of the video see Maussen 2006 or this news report, 
http://www.nbcnews.com/id/11842116#.UyTo9UJdVP6.  

http://www.nbcnews.com/id/11842116#.UyTo9UJdVP6
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an environmentalist) in 2002 and gay filmmaker Theo van Gogh (by a Dutch-Moroccan) in 2004 

(Mepschen, et. al. 2010). 

 At the same time, the Netherlands underwent a drastic transition from the traditional 

pillar system to an integrated and secular society. Until the 1950s the Netherlands operated under 

a unique social system held by four “pillars:” a Roman Catholic pillar, a Protestant pillar, a 

Liberal pillar and a Socialist pillar. Under this system each pillar administered its own public 

services (schools, full or partially funded public hospitals, youth centers, etc.), own political 

parties and own newspapers and broadcasting companies. In this way, Dutch society consisted of 

four separate groups that interacted with one another but did not contribute to the creation of a 

shared culture (Veldhuis & Van Der Maas 2011). This system created a philosophy of “live and 

let live” where difference was addressed through the maintenance of separate social and political 

groups. Until the 1950s, immigration was not a major stress on this system because it remained 

at a constantly low level. However, after the 1950s the Netherlands experienced a sharp increase 

in immigration due to the granting of independence to former colonies, large influxes of labor 

migrants and a sharp increase in asylum migration (Veldhuis & Van Der Maas 2011). 

 The immediate reaction of many in the 1980s was that a separate “Muslim pillar” be 

created to accommodate incoming immigrants who were mostly from the Middle East and 

Northern Africa. However, as the traditional pillar system fell out of favor as the Netherlands 

became increasingly secular, so too did the notion of having multiple value systems within the 

same nation. By the late 1980s, concerns about the negative social and economic consequences 

of maintaining separate immigrant communities led many policymakers and citizens to begin to 

engage in the project of constructing a unified Dutch culture (Veldhuis & Van Der Maas 2011). 

The Dutch approach increasingly emphasized the importance of social cohesion and a shared 
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sense of citizenship over a multicultural exchange between immigrants and the indigenous Dutch 

throughout the 1990s (Odé & Klaver 2009). By the mid-2000s the Netherlands had entirely 

reoriented immigration policy around integrating foreign nationals into a single Dutch culture. 

This ideology not only manifested itself in the Civic Integration Examination Abroad, but also a 

domestic version that requires all foreign nationals between the ages of 18 and 65, regardless of 

how long they have resided in the country, to pass an exam on Dutch language, politics and 

culture. In this way, the controversy surrounding the specific 2006 Civic Integration Exam grew 

out of a complex history of gay liberation and cultural integration  

  

 It is clear from this background that Israeli and Dutch homonational political discourses 

serve different interests and ends. So why then choose these cases to explore homonationalism? 

As one of the first and arguably the most prominent site for anti-homonational activism, Israeli 

pinkwashing is an obvious choice. Israel also offers an in-depth view of the two of the key 

analytics of my project: modernity and sexuality. However, as the third chapter of this thesis will 

make clear, the third analytic, race, is almost completely absent. On the other hand, Dutch 

homonationalism is heavily steeped in issues of race as a piece of cultural assimilation. 

Additionally, the Netherlands is arguably the most (homonormative) LGBT affirming country in 

the world based on its political and social reforms. As a country that is not wedded to capitalism 

and neoliberalism in the same way that Israel is, the Netherlands provides a useful foil to 

pinkwashing. All of this is to say that both cases stand as prominent examples of 

homonationalism in the Middle East and in Europe whose differences serve to make a clear 

delineation between the contextual concerns of a country and the workings of homonationalism. 
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It is only through comparing these two cases that the underlying stakes of homonationalism are 

made clear.  

 

Literature Review 

As a relatively new academic construction, homonationalism implicates a wide variety of 

existing fields and studies. My project enters existing scholarship by bringing together multiple 

works that join the academic discussion of pinkwashing and Dutch civic integration policy at 

very different places. In researching pinkwashing and Dutch immigration as instances of the 

same phenomenon, I bring together two separate but complementary strands of scholarship: 

homonationalist scholars and activists concentrated on Israel, and scholars of modernity 

concerned with the state of citizenship, multiculturalism and race in Western Europe. Although 

there are key overlaps in these fields, the political geography of Israel and the Netherlands seems 

to divide much of the scholarship. By putting pinkwashing in conversation with the Dutch case, I 

hope to draw connections that underscore the pervasiveness of homonationalist and discourses of 

modernity in the delivery of exclusionary operations of power.  

Jasbir Puar draws important connections between conceptions of modernity, sexual 

politics and the racialization of terrorist bodies to argue for an understanding of modes of power 

she calls homonationalism. Understood as “a facet of modernity and a historical shift marked by 

the entrance of (some) homosexual bodies as worthy of protection by nation-states” (Puar 2013, 

337), homonationalism becomes a frame of analysis for certain socio-historically specific 

deployments of state power. Under this formulation, modern state politics are characterized by 

the folding of certain queer subjects into a national agenda of excluding “dangerous” Muslim 

populations. As Puar explains of the US, there is a dual movement of homonationalist discourses 
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where, “US patriotism momentarily sanctions some homosexualities, often through gendered, 

racial, and class sanitizing, in order to produce ‘monster-terrorist-fags’; homosexuals embrace 

the us-versus-them rhetoric of US patriotism and thus align themselves with this racist and 

homophobic production” (Puar 2007, 46). As queer subjects who are installed in systems of 

heteronormativity rather than challenging them, homonormative subjects become complicit in 

state projects of violence. Rather than challenging current dispersals of power, these 

homonormative subjects reify gendered, racialized and classed distributions of privilege by 

merely inhabiting what was once a solely heteronormative zone of privilege. Based heavily on 

the ability to engage in market consumption, homonormativity constructs acceptable queer 

subjects through classed (upper-middle class) and raced (white) parameters. In this way, certain 

queer subjectivities that do not fit into such structures are seen as pathological and dangerous. 

For instance, the queer Muslim becomes unthinkable outside the frame of the deviant and 

perverse sexuality of the terrorist (Puar 2007). Queerness becomes a regulatory ideal that polices 

the boundary of acceptable identity markers, even as these markers appear to have expanded. 

The acceptable queer is white, economically privileged and committed to secular modernity. 

Homonormativity then creates the conditions necessary for the state to deploy queer bodies in the 

service of the violent exclusion of deviant Others that homonational populations are constructed 

against. 

As a key tool of homonationalism, sexual exceptionalism depends upon the existence of 

homonormative subjects to perpetuate a discourse of homosexual sexual exceptionalism. Puar 

understands dominant notions of exceptionalism as signaling “distinction from (to be unlike, 

dissimilar) as well as excellence (imminence, superiority), suggesting a departure from yet 

mastery of linear teleologies of progress” (Puar 2007, 3). By mobilizing this technology, the state 
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is both elevated above other, less superior states and it is excused from momentary lapses in its 

“exceptional” status. These “exceptions” are allowed because the state is able to depart from the 

typical narrative of progress that valuates other states. Puar argues that in modern deployments 

of homonationalism, sexuality becomes a key point for deploying discourses of exceptionalism. 

States deploy discourses of sexual exceptionalism that construct them as tolerant states that value 

“modern” sexual freedom and expression. Sexual exceptionalism is key to homonationalism by 

using certain queer national subjects as evidence of modernity and the “exceptional” nature of 

the state. Judith Butler adds to this discussion by situating discourses of sexual exceptionalism 

within framing narratives of modernity and progress. Butler has argued that “radical sexual 

freedoms” have been appropriated by projects of modernity that attempt to situate Europe as a 

privileged site against new immigrant communities (Butler 2010). Butler sees current uses of 

queer and women’s rights in Europe and the US as discursively constructing a conception of 

freedom and modernity that is exclusionary to “primitive” Others, particularly Muslims. 

This delineation demonstrates that discourses of sexual exceptionalism never occur in a 

vacuum; the modern and tolerant state that accepts diverse sexualities is drawn against pre-

modern and oppressive others. As Puar explains, “one prime mechanism of sexual 

exceptionalism is mobilized by discourses of sexual repression…that are generative of a bio- and 

geopolitical global mapping of sexual cultural norms” (Puar 2007, 9). Homonationalism is then 

largely concerned with the production of exceptional homonormative subjects alongside 

backward and deviant Muslim Others. Butler argues that acceptance of homosexuality has 

become synonymous with acceptance of modernity. Counter-intuitively, “a certain paradox 

ensues in which the coerced adoption of certain cultural norms becomes a prerequisite for entry 

into a polity that defines itself as the avatar of freedom” (Butler 2010, 107). In this way, freedom 
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ironically becomes a sort of coercive ideal when tied to narratives of progress and modernity. 

Additionally, conceptions of modernity and progress reveal the way in which certain societies 

and states are constructed as members of a pre-modern past by appealing to static notions of 

“culture.” Rather than critically engaging with the dynamic lived reality of diverse groups of 

Muslims, narratives of progress characterize all Islamic populations as in cultural infancy or 

outside of time altogether (Butler 2010). This in turn serves to make the lives of Muslims seem 

less human and therefore less grievable. 

Butler refers to these sorts of uncritical analyses of Muslim “culture” as a form of non-

thinking that relies solely on normative frames. Butler understands citizenship as being created 

through an interactive exchange between individuals whereby the subject is constituted and 

reconstituted through contact with others (Butler 2010). This occurs through differentiation 

whereby the subject comes into being through the exclusion of internal pieces of the self that do 

not conform to discreet cultural or social orders and through the exclusion of other subjectivities. 

In this way, normative thinking makes certain positions – like “gay” and “Muslim” – become by 

definition incompatible and therefore unimaginable together (Butler 2010). Thus, a normative 

model is created as “a form of judgment that falsifies the world in order to shore up moral 

judgment itself as the sign of a certain cultural privilege and ‘perspicacity’ – a way of keeping 

the hordes at bay” (Butler 2010, 144). In appealing to normative models, states are able to make 

use of “ontological givens” like subjectivity, culture and identity in order to construct “modes of 

intelligibility that further the workings of the state and, as such, are themselves exercises of 

power even as they exceed the specific domain of state power” (Butler 2010, 149). By deploying 

static models of the “culture” and behavior of groups like Muslims, the state is able to construct 
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understandings of these populations as dangerous to the nation. The normative model Butler 

addresses is then a method of justifying violence against certain populations. 

A key aspect of understanding Muslim “culture” by homonationalist agendas has been 

seeing it as necessarily homophobic. Jin Haritaworn sees the current deployment of “Muslim 

homophobia” as Gay Imperialism. In this context, white people are able to identify as “saviors” 

of queer Muslims who are “the ideological token victim who must be liberated from its ‘barbaric, 

backward’ society, by means that include political and military violence” (Haritaworn, et. al. 

2008, 78). This dynamic not only concentrates political power in the hands of white European 

gay men and lesbians, but it also casts Arab Muslim communities at large as dangerously 

homophobic. Similarly, Sarah Bracke has argued that “rescue narratives” surrounding queer 

Muslims have been especially prominent in racist formations meant to exclude Muslims in the 

Netherlands (Bracke 2012). Conceptions of Gay Imperialism then add depth to the lens of 

homonationalism by situating the importance of queer Muslims within policy. Rescue narratives 

make it possible to understand how homonational discourses can account for the existence of 

homoerotic feelings among Muslims while still maintaining images of Muslim “culture” as 

necessarily backward and irredeemable. By deploying rescue narratives, homonationalism can 

characterize queer Muslims as passive victims who must be liberated from their “backward” 

culture. This liberation is done by white elites who attempt to assimilate racialized queer 

Muslims in order to justify the expulsion of other Arab bodies. Rescue narratives also make clear 

the packaging of multiple axes of difference (race, religious affiliation, sexuality) into a single 

and coherent subject who embodies “Muslim culture.” The essentialization of Muslim culture 

then creates two simultaneous demands: integrate acceptable “ethnic” subjectivities into the 

national body and expel a larger group of Muslim Others who refuse to conform to acceptably 
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“modern” standards. In other words, the cultural understandings that pervade homonationalism 

demand two types of violence against racialized Muslim populations: the violence of expulsion 

and the violence of assimilation. 

Importantly, the types of violence enacted upon Muslim populations through 

homonationalist discourses demonstrate not only a biopolitical management of populations, but 

also a necropolitical marking of “inassimilable” populations for death. Michel Foucault argues 

that rather than attempting destroy unruly bodies, the state works to alter them through enforced 

internal discipline and regulatory controls that characterize “a biopolitics of the population” 

(Foucault 139). Achille Mbembé argues that this understanding of power is insufficient to 

account for contemporary modes of politics and conflict. Instead, these realities are best 

understood through necropower or the “subjugation of life to the power of death” (Mbembé 2003, 

39). Mbembé contends that contemporary forms of sovereignty exercise necropower through 

“the capacity to define who matters and who does not, who is disposable and who is not” 

(Mbembé 2003, 27). Under this construction, sovereign power deploys various technologies that 

take death as their object. Necropower then creates “death worlds” or “new and unique forms of 

social existence in which vast populations are subjected to conditions of life conferring upon 

them the status of living dead” (Mbembé 2003, 40). Relegated to the margins, subjects of 

necropower exist in a state between life and death. Puar argues that understanding the relatedness 

of bio- and necropower is key to understanding the exercise of power implicit in folding in of 

some bodies and casting out of others. As she explains, “this bio-necro collaboration 

conceptually acknowledges biopower’s direct activity in death, while remaining bound to the 

optimization of life, and necropolitics’ nonchalance toward death even as it seeks out killing as a 

primary aim” (Puar 2007, 35). In this way, biopower and necropower work simultaneously in 
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homonationalism by regulating newly assimilated populations (either acceptable “ethnic” or 

queer populations) and by physically or ontologically casting out inassimilable populations that 

are considered a threat to modernity and progress. 

Violent expulsions are often the particular outcome of racist, homonationalist discourses. 

Sherene Razack argues that modern Western politics is characterized by “race thinking.” Under 

this formulation, racial hierarchies are naturalized to the point that they appear only as 

organizing principles rather than exclusionary practices. In this way, “race thinking becomes 

embedded in law and bureaucracy so that the suspension of rights appears not as a violence but 

as the law itself” (Razack 2008, 9). This normalization of prejudice and discrimination against 

often Arab Muslim groups justifies violence against a racialized Other in the name of preserving 

the state from dangerous pre-modern subjectivities (Razack 2008). As modern politics deploys 

states of exception, “dangerous” subjectivities like “the Muslim” are expelled and not recognized 

as human. This deployment represents not just a contemporary expression of current excesses of 

security, but “a more ominous, permanent arrangement of who is and is not a part of the human 

community” (Razack 2008, 13). Homonational and essentializing understandings of culture 

make possible the expulsion of non-conforming racialized subjects from the national territory. 

Ultimately, this dynamic reveals the lived reality of inhabiting Puar’s “monster-terrorist-fag” 

subjectivity that haunts Muslim subjects. 

But why are some subjectivities considered redeemable while others stand to be expelled 

from the national body? The answer lies, in part, in a subject’s ability to assimilate to structures 

of whiteness. Puar argues that the ascendency of whiteness is a key optic for understanding the 

admittance of acceptable “ethnics” into the national body. Under this construction, “ethnic” 

subjects become complicit in the perpetuation of the privilege of whiteness by embodying a 
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static multicultural subject: “what little acceptance liberal diversity proffers in the way of 

inclusion is highly mediated by huge realms of exclusion: the ethnic is usually straight, usually 

has access to material and cultural capital…and is in fact often male” (Puar 2007, 25). The 

ascendency of whiteness demands that certain identity markers that do not fit into the idealized 

ethnic (for instance strong non-Christian religious ties) be jettisoned. As Puar explains 

“factioning, fractioning, and fractalizing of identity is a prime activity of societies of control, 

whereby subjects… orient themselves as subjects through their disassociation or disidentification 

from others disenfranchised in similar ways in favor of consolidation with axes of privilege” 

(Puar 2007, 28). Importantly, the ethnic subject is always heterosexual or able to “negotiate” 

queer identity through market consumption. In this way, the proper multicultural subject is 

constrained by only being able to be recognizable within the one discreet identity category that 

serves white privilege.  

 Puar and Razack together make clear the way in which “race thinking” informs the 

creation of a group of dangerous outsiders (Arab Muslims) against a national group that must be 

protected. Within this formation, identity markers that once appeared separate (race, ethnicity, 

nationality, religion, sexuality) become packaged under the blanket category of Muslim culture. 

Despite the fact that “Muslim” refers to the followers of the religious tradition of Islam, the term 

becomes implicated in a form of race thinking whereby “Muslim” gains the entailment of 

necessarily corresponding to an Arab body. In this way, “Muslim” gains Butler’s ontological 

givens that conflate bodily markers (race) with non-bodily markers (religion, sexuality, ethnicity, 

and nationality) to create a singular set of beliefs and behaviors (culture). Homonationalism is 

deeply invested in constructing a unified national population (that includes homonormative 

queers) against the imagined threat of Muslim culture. Through narratives of sexual 
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exceptionalism, homonationalism seeks to articulate a coherent vision of the world where 

violence, whether it be through expulsion or assimilation, is the only possible response to 

difference. It is only through deconstructing homonationalism’s creation of Muslim culture and 

national Western culture that its true operations of power can be understood. 

  

Method 

 The objective of my research is to address how conceptions of modernity, sexuality and 

race inform the construction of homonationalism through the discourses surrounding the concept. 

Following Joan Scott’s work on the politics of the veil in France, I understand discourse to refer 

to the mutable and contested “imposition of meaning on phenomena in the world” (Scott 2007, 

7). As a project dedicated to understanding the deployment of homonationalism as a mode of 

disciplinary, biopolitical, and necropolitical power, examining political discourses allows me to 

make sense of not only the explicit aims or effects of policy, but also to interrogate their 

construction of raced and sexed subjects. By examining governmental (and quasi-governmental) 

discourses as presented in Dutch and Israeli documents, I am able to explore the discursive 

context of homonationalism. Additionally, an implicit piece of the construction of 

homonationalist policies is their international orientation. Homonationalist policies implicate 

both an instrumental purpose domestically (for instance the Netherlands refusing entry to 

individuals who fail the civic integration abroad exam) and a broader international appeal or 

message. Examining political discourses rather than official policy allows me access to this 

second terrain.  

Using two case studies, I take a comparative approach to analyze the operations of power 

within both Israeli pinkwashing and Dutch civic integration through examining the discourses of 
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governmental and non-governmental sources. I systematically identified documents from 

government sites (or in the case of Israel, from government affiliated sites). I then analyzed the 

documents using a modified version of grounded theory. After reading through a document, I 

coded it based on its central theme in relation to the dominant analytical categories of my project 

(for instance “narrative of progress” or “cultural essentialism”). I then grouped the sources by 

code into larger conceptual categories of similar codes. Working first with sources from each 

country in isolation of the other case study, I used the relation between categories to build an 

understanding of how the larger analytics of multiple categories (for instance sexuality or 

culture) was used in the construction of homonationalism.  

For both cases, I utilized a variety of websites and resources to attain documents for 

analysis. In the Dutch case, I performed target searches of publications on the official 

government English website.6 This website houses all English language documents produced by 

the Dutch government ministries meaning it includes press releases, government reports and 

informational pamphlets, but does not contain laws or official policy documents. I began with the 

simple search term “gay” and found that similar terms like “lesbian,” “queer,” and “LGBT” 

produced the same results. After finding that the search term “Arab” produced documents that 

were not pertinent to my project – for instance documents on foreign military aid – I used the 

term “Muslim” to obtain more specific references to race within the Dutch documents. I also 

found a large number of immigration documents using the terms “migration,” “immigration,” 

and “integration.” After systematically working through the government English portal, I carried 

                                                 
6 The Dutch government English language portal can be found here: 
http://www.government.nl/documents-and-publications.  

http://www.government.nl/documents-and-publications
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out searches with the same terms on the government sponsored Netherlands Institute for Social 

Research website, which houses government sponsored reports on social issues.7 

 Similarly, I first searched for documents on Israeli pinkwashing using official 

government English websites. Unlike the Dutch English website, Israel divides its English 

websites by ministry. The only ministries with English language portals that would be useful for 

my project were databases for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Prime Minister’s Office. I 

performed searches for documents containing the words “gay,” “lesbian” or “LGBT” in both 

portals. As I was unable to find any further documents that were relevant to my project, I 

continued finding resources by systematically working through the Israeli Public Relations 

website Blue Star8 and government sponsored tourist websites.9 I also found several resources by 

following links and citations from pinkwashing activist websites like Pinkwatching Israel and the 

Electronic Intifada. In the case of both Israel and the Netherlands, my searches were limited by 

the availability of English language documents. These search methods produced a total of 55 

documents, videos, visual print ads and brochures produced by the Dutch government, the Israeli 

government and various Israeli quasi-governmental sources.10  

                                                 
7 The Netherlands Institute for Social Research has an English language website that provides 
full-length reports and summaries of reports at this address: 
http://www.scp.nl/english/Publications.  
8 Blue Star Productions’ website can be found here http://www.bluestarpr.com/.  
9 For instance, Tel Aviv Gay Vibe at http://telavivgayvibe.atraf.com/.  
1032 of the documents are from the Netherlands and 23 are from Israel. All of the Dutch 
documents come from official government sources. Of the 32 Dutch sources, 13 are government 
reports, 11 are speeches, 7 are press releases and 1 is a pamphlet. 11 of the Israeli documents 
come from the Israeli government and 10 come from non-governmental sources. Of the 
government documents, 4 are speeches and 7 are press releases. The Israeli non-governmental 
sources include 2 gay tourism websites, 2 LGBT organization websites, 4 print ads and 4 film 
ads. The sources vary in length from one to two pages (for most press releases and print ads) to 
over a hundred pages (for government reports). None of these sources are official government 
policies. For a complete list of my sources please see the appendix. 

http://www.scp.nl/english/Publications
http://www.bluestarpr.com/
http://telavivgayvibe.atraf.com/
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 After reading each document, I applied a code to it that was derived from its overall 

theme or message. These codes are derived from what I see as the key analytical categories of 

my project as rooted in the literature on homonationalism. For instance, I used “homonormativity” 

as a subcategory of “sexual exceptionalism” both as derived from Puar’s work. Documents that 

were longer in length than others or that spanned multiple topics received multiple codes. For the 

most part, the documents fell under three major categories of analysis: sexual exceptionalism, 

modernity and cultural essentialism. Rather than examining each of these document groups 

separately, I organized the documents into subgroups that created links between each larger 

group. For instance, the code group “primacy of queer rights” is directly between “sexual 

exceptionalism” and “modernity” in the spectrum of documents because documents in that 

subgroup deploy discourses of both larger categories. In this way, each subgroup created a link 

or step in the web of documents that ranged from “sexual exceptionalism” to “assimilation and 

ethnicity.” This sort of conceptual coding approach allowed me to consider the interaction of the 

codes as a unit for both the specific case study and in comparison to across the two cases. 

Integrating both cases into the same method of conceptual coding allowed me to see the relative 

concentrations of each case in a specific category. For instance, under the “cultural essentialism” 

category, the Dutch documents were concentrated around “assimilation” while the Israeli 

documents were relatively absent except under the code “backward culture.” My method then 

allowed me to identify the concentration and interaction of sources from each case that enabled 

me to analyze them in relation to one another. 

 In the course of my research and analysis, I encountered a variety of limitations. 

Although I was able to find a sufficient number of documents to address my research objective, I 

was significantly limited by the availability of English language documents. Both the Israeli and 
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Dutch governments produce a large number of documents in English, but they do not publish 

specific laws or produce studies in the same depth in English. In the case of Israel, this meant 

that the documents that I had access to were largely found on quasi-governmental sites or were 

press releases from the Prime Minister’s office. Although the Dutch government produces a 

larger number of relevant English documents than does Israel, some of these documents were 

English summaries of larger studies published in Dutch. These language barriers mean that my 

project is better equipped to interrogate the marketing and presentation of homonational 

discourses internationally than their direct effect and the reaction to them domestically. In this 

way, language barriers have shifted both the scope and orientation of my project, but not its 

integrity. Additionally, because the genesis of pinkwashing and the Dutch civic integration act 

both took place in the mid-2000s, I was unable to find a sufficient number of documents that 

were produced during that time through resources available online. To compensate for this 

deficit, I also examine documents produced after the genesis of the policies in order to 

understand their effects. I do not believe this expansion of research sources beyond the mid-

2000s harms the intent of my project. In the case of Israel, pinkwashing is an ongoing process 

that spans from the mid-2000s to the present. As I am interested in the discursive construction of 

homonationalism, documents that were not produced immediately surrounding the 

implementation of the Dutch Act on Civic Integration Abroad are still relevant to my work. They 

speak to the larger social and political structures that informed its creation. 

 

Organization 

 In what follows, chapter two examines the implications of the “folding in” of exceptional 

LGBT individuals into the nation. I discuss the construction of homonormative queerness in 
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Israel and the Netherlands and chart its deployment in the service of representational violence. 

Beginning with pinkwashing, I argue that Israel attempts to assert its right to exist as a modern 

democracy by appealing to its “exceptional” gay rights record. Deploying a version of queerness 

that is homogenous and homonormative, pinkwashing markets gay rights and democracy as 

somehow synonymous and fully realized in Israel. At the same time, the Netherlands presents a 

normalizing vision of queerness that allows LGBT rights to stand in for the advancement of 

liberal human rights. Dutch homonationalism charts sexual politics on a linear path of progress 

where full queer acceptance is not fully realized but must be pursued. This distinction between 

pinkwashing’s emphasis on a static modernity and the Netherlands’ emphasis of forward moving 

progress demonstrates the degree to which homonational projects can be tailored to the specific 

demands of state violence. While Israel sees pinkwashing as a part of ensuring its very existence 

as a sovereign nation, the Netherlands uses homonationalism to expel a perceived threat to its 

culture, not its existence. The nuance of the Netherlands’ version of homonationalism is a 

reflection of this dynamic. 

 Chapter three addresses the “casting out” of Muslim populations from the national body 

as the second movement of homonationalism. In order to perform this operation, the Netherlands 

and Israel construct static versions of “Muslim culture” that group multiple axes of difference 

(race, ethnicity, religion, sexuality, nationality, etc.) into one coherent bundle that can be applied 

to bodies at will. Dutch homonationalist discourses create a Western liberal version of Dutch 

national culture that is exalted above a violent and homophobic Muslim culture. Immigrant 

bodies come to be read through Muslim culture in order to prove their inability to assimilate to 

Dutch culture and expel them from the national territory. Alternately, Israeli pinkwashing 

engages with race and culture along very limited and shallow lines of inquiry. Pinkwashing 
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constructs a simplistic version of Muslim culture as uncivilized, homophobic and irrationally 

violent in order to promote Israel’s right to exist as the only modern secular democracy in the 

Middle East. This difference in transparency between the Netherlands and Israel reveals the 

diversity of ways axes of difference beyond sexuality can be employed within homonationalism. 

 I conclude by sketching the implications and remaining questions brought about by my 

project. As a sort of phantom figure of homonationalism, the queer Muslim is one such question. 

I argue that beyond their representation as the victim of rescue narratives, queer Muslims may 

shed conceptual light on the stakes of homonationalism. Understood as assemblages whose 

subjectivities are in a constant state of relational negotiation, queer Muslims reveal the inability 

to embrace the instability of identity formations as a potential site of weakness in 

homonationalism. I continue by arguing that my project brings to light two deployments of race 

within homonationalism: the “packaging” of race and other markers of difference into the 

disciplinary apparatus of Muslim culture and second, the racialization of multiple axes of 

difference as a mode of sorting populations. Finally, I argue that my project demonstrates the 

importance of future research attuned to the specificity of the context of homonational projects 

and analyzing homonationalism through multiple axes of difference, whether it be 

intersectionally or through Puar’s assemblage.  
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CHAPTER 2: FOLDING IN: 

SEXUAL EXCEPTIONALISM AND DISCOURSES OF MODERNITY 

Introduction 

 In order to support the differentiation of bodies to be folded into and to be expelled from 

the state, homonationalist discourses require the creation of a queer subject whose very existence 

supports social structures of heteronormative privilege and market consumption. Lisa Duggan 

argues that a queer form of heteronormativity has emerged in the form of homonormativity. Like 

heteronormativity, this new ideology aligns itself with neoliberal institutions and creates a 

normative view of homosexuality. This homonormativity then is “a politics that does not contest 

dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions but upholds and sustains them while 

promising the possibility of a demobilized gay constituency and a privatized, depoliticized gay 

culture anchored in domesticity and consumption” (Duggan 2002, 179). Homonormativity 

produces a queer subject that both accepts and perpetuates social, economic and political norms, 

thus making the individual incapable of challenging the larger institution in which they inhabit. 

Queerness is then not only rendered harmless to dominant institutions, but also a tool of the same 

system.  

 This chapter attempts to locate the political effects of the admittance of certain 

homonormative subjects into the national body. Intricately tied to conceptions of modernity, 

democracy and human rights, this movement of subjects makes possible the erasure of non-

homonormative queer subjects and the violent assimilation or expulsion of Muslims from the 

national body. This chapter addresses the former type of violence. Through the use of 

homonationalist discourses, Israel attempts to prove its modernity and right to exist through 

appealing to its “exceptional” status on gay rights. The effect of this use is to construct queerness 
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as homogenous and homonormative. In limiting the scope of acceptable queerness, pinkwashing 

discourses portray gay rights and democracy as interchangeable and in a fully realized form in 

Israel. Similarly, the Netherlands charts sexual politics on a linear path of progress. Broadly 

conceived LGBT rights become both markers of modernity and the stand in for the advancement 

of liberal universal human rights. Importantly, Dutch homonationalist discourses emphasize a 

continuous movement forward as gaged by the gradual realization of gay rights. The distinction 

between Israel’s depiction as existing in a static and final state of modernity and the Netherlands’ 

emphasis on continuous progress toward a yet unachieved future reveals the way in which the 

function of homonationalist policies and discourses is dependent on the type of violence exerted 

on populations.  

 

Israeli Pinkwashing  

If it were possible to represent pinkwashing in a single video, that video would most 

likely be the 2006 Blue Star public relations production, “Out of the Closet and into the Streets 

of Tel Aviv.” The video begins with images of Muslim men preparing for prayer, solitary brown-

skinned figures crossing vast expanses of desert and veiled Arab women interacting at an open-

air market. Rather than explaining this juxtaposition of images, the narrator merely states that 

“democracy and human rights have barely reached most of the Middle East. Not surprisingly life 

for gays and lesbians in the Middle East can be difficult” (BlueStar 2006b). The video then shifts 

to images of pain and torture as the narrator explains that these sorts of images – that is images 

of executions, imprisonment and violence – are part of daily life for gay men and lesbians in the 

Middle East. The screen then changes to a political map of the Middle East. As the video zooms 

in on Tel Aviv the narrator explains “but in the middle of this you’ll find Israel and open minded, 
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gay-friendly Tel Aviv” (BlueStar 2006b). As evidence, the video immediately pans to a young 

white-appearing gay couple kissing for the camera. In this way, within the first minute the video 

has established Israel as an exceptionally open and affirming site, especially in comparison to the 

rest of the Middle East.  

Produced by the San Francisco based Israeli public relations firm BlueStar, the video is 

notable only in that it brings together multiple strands and discourses of homonationalism and 

sexual exceptionalism into a single fifteen-minute video. Appearing as both a tourist marketing 

campaign and a documentary film effort, the video attempts to center Israel as the site of a 

progressive and thriving gay community. The video builds on the images of a persecuted Muslim 

queer population, barbaric Muslim men, Israeli saviors and happily frolicking queer Israelis. Not 

only does the film highlight the “exceptional” status of Israel in comparison to the rest of the 

world, but it also isolates the construction of homonormative subjects and highlights the primacy 

of discourses of democracy and freedom in homonationalism. Representing the state of LGBT 

acceptance as in its fully realized and final state, pinkwashing discourses construct a celebrated 

and homogenous queerness to be compared against other regional and international states.  

 

Sexual Exceptionalism 

 Often considered the flagship deployment of sexual exceptionalism, pinkwashing 

discourses have emerged as positive oriented marketing schemes that attempt to construct Israel 

as a “LGBT paradise” in the Middle East. As is clear through the framing of “Out of the Closet,” 

pinkwashing discourses attempt to create a monolithic image of all Muslim or Arab societies as 

guided by antiquated and barbaric religious principles that ensure the oppression of “vulnerable” 
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groups like women and gay men.11 Confronted with such transparently negative images, Israel is 

easily able to emerge as a modern refuge in a desert of intolerance and violence. As another of 

BlueStar’s videos concretely explains in its final line, “comparing Israel to its neighbors, one can 

clearly see Israel emerging as a gay oasis in the Middle East” (BlueStar 2008). In this way, even 

momentary departures or “exceptions” from Israel’s gay rights records (for instance incidents of 

LGBT motivated violence or lack of legal same-sex marriage or adoption) can be explained 

away through oblique comparisons to backward “Muslim culture.” 

 Interestingly, these transparent discourses of exceptionalism expand their scope of 

comparison from a regional to international lens in later videos and documents. While “Out of 

the Closet” focuses specifically on comparing Israel to a fantasized Middle East, later videos 

make explicit connections and departures from US LGBT policy. Produced two years after “Out 

of the Closet,” the 2008 BlueStar video “Israel: Gay Oasis” makes a point of highlighting the 

Israeli Defense Force’s inclusion of lesbian and gay soldiers as a “damning indictment” of 

American laws like Don’t Ask Don’t Tell. In the 2012 video “LGBTQ Life in Israel,” a 

spokesperson for The Aguda (the National Association of GLBT in Israel) even went so far as to 

express his shock “that most states in the States still discriminate on the basis of sexual 

orientation and gender identity” when Israel has had anti-discrimination laws in place since 2004 

(BlueStar 2012). Both videos then create a noticeable expansion in their terrain of comparison by 

directly engaging with US displays of LGBT rights. Having easily emerged the victor in the 

competition for sexual exceptional status in the Middle East, later pinkwashing narrative also 

indict the US, a country that would appear transparently modern and democratic, in order to 

elevate Israel’s status and perhaps entice American gay tourists to visit the country. Israeli 

                                                 
11 This construction is addressed in much greater detail in Chapter 3. 
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comparisons between itself and the US then attempt to portray Israel as particularly progressive, 

even in regard to a prominent Western democracy. 

 

Constructing Exceptional Subjects 

Rather than simply representing LGBT people as they exist in Israel, pinkwashing 

documents, like the BlueStar ads, actively construct homonormative subjects who are absorbed 

and admitted into the Israeli national body. Pinkwashing is heavily invested in constructing 

visible queer subjects who engage in consumption. Although some Jewish lesbians are part of 

this process, Israeli homonormativity is mainly concerned with the consumption and visibility of 

ethnically Jewish gay men. As one part of the dual process of the folding in of queer bodies and 

casting out of Muslim bodies from the nation, the creation of a coherent homonormative subject 

to be celebrated is an important and often hidden aspect of pinkwashing discourses.  

While queerness may appear to challenge dominant heteronormative social structures, 

homonormative subjects who are enclosed by the national body appeal to scripts that conflate 

agency with resistance. Puar argues that while “freedom from norms” is appealing to liberal 

humanist notions of a self-possessed speaking subject participating rationally in capitalism, “in 

this problematic definition of queerness, individual agency is legible only as resistance to norms 

rather than complicity with them, thus equating resistance and agency” (Puar 2007, 23). In this 

way, queerness is not only conflated with resistance to norms and with liberal “freedom.” This 

operation renders invisible the work homonormative subjects perform in supporting existent 

norms and power structures. In order to gain admittance to the national body, homonormative 

subjects must adhere to regulatory ideals of queerness that depend upon both existing 

heteronorms and the exclusion of others who do exhibit the same freedom. Embracing market 
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consumption, secularity and “white” racial categories become regulatory ideals that police the 

boundaries of acceptable queerness. Thus, homonormative subjects are called into being through 

discursive representations that limit the bounds of acceptable “freeness.”  

 Within pinkwashing discourses, the most obvious homonormative script alludes to gay 

subjects as vibrantly out and proud of their sexuality. Pinkwashing documents continually repeat 

the concept of visibility as key to being recognized as a “real” lesbian or gay man. For instance, 

pinkwashing discourses’ depictions of Tel Aviv’s (and to a lesser extent Jerusalem’s) annual Gay 

Pride Parade are constantly repeated in order to prove Israel’s progressiveness. As an extremely 

visible display of national inclusion of LGBT populations, Israel markets Pride internationally as 

indicative of the general state of gay rights in the country. By highlighting Pride, pinkwashing 

discourses not only create a simplistic image of Israel as transparently celebrating sexual 

exceptionalism, but also normalize queerness as being tangible only through colorful displays of 

same-sex desire as opposed to mundane aspects of gay men and lesbians’ lives. In this way, 

Pride becomes an oblique referent for LGBT freedom. In reality, this circumscribes recognizable 

queer subjects to only those who visibly celebrate emblems of gay rights in the service of Israel’s 

larger international image. In reality, even Israeli legal protections for LGBT people that would 

have a greater effect on the everyday lives of queer citizens are lacking.12 Experiences and 

subjectivities that exist privately or that understand queerness in terms different than those 

presented in pinkwashing documents are systematically suppressed and excluded. Only those 

subjects that conform to useful queer visibility are granted access to the Israeli nation.   

                                                 
12 For instance, Israel lacks general anti-discrimination legislation applying to public spaces 
outside of employment and does not recognize same-sex marriages performed in the country. For 
a discussion of the Israeli cabinet’s failure to pass general anti-discrimination legislation see Lis, 
http://www.haaretz.com/news/national/.premium-1.562344.  

http://www.haaretz.com/news/national/.premium-1.562344
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As the name suggests, “Out of the Closet” and the other BlueStar videos actively 

participate in the creation and celebration of vibrant gay visibility. From the initial image of two 

young gay men passionately kissing, the video builds to seemingly unconnected images of Israeli 

women holding hands, men in tight speedos on the beach, and men in drag dancing on a float, 

presumably during Tel Aviv’s Pride Parade. These images along with the testimonies of lesbian 

and gay residents of the city stand as unambiguous models of queerness in Israel. The message is 

clear; queer people in Israel are happy, visible in both their public displays of affection and mode 

of comporting themselves, and above all appreciative of the “exceptional” nature of Israel. As 

one lesbian in the film explained, “the happiest people in Tel Aviv are gay” (BlueStar 2006b). 

Rather than simply being a description of the positive experiences of lesbians and gay men in Tel 

Aviv, the statement itself represents the disciplinary function of the ads. Gay people in Tel Aviv 

are happy and celebrate their status in visible modes of affection, dress and interactions. To 

behave or feel differently is to be improperly queer or not quite “out of the closet and into the 

streets.” For instance, pinkwashing would view an Orthodox Jewish gay man who sees his 

religious affiliation as a more constitutive part of his identity than being gay, as hopelessly 

traditional and therefore not “really” queer. As representations of queerness in Israel, 

pinkwashing discourses not only create notions of Israeli exceptionalism, but also determine the 

boundaries of a recognizable queerness that is worthy of national inclusion.  

 Perhaps the most obvious example of Israel’s attempt to brand itself as LGBT friendly is 

its various tourist marketing websites and campaigns. In particular, tourist websites for Tel Aviv 

like Tel Aviv Gay Vibe and Gay TLV Guide market the city as a global gay tourist destination in 

distinctly homonormative terms. Although not directly run by the government, these websites are 

affiliated with the Ministry of Tourism that also hosts its own website specifically for gay 
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tourism.13 Amid rainbow color schemes and various pictures of white-appearing gay men 

embracing, the websites attempt to attract Western (presumably white) tourists to the vibrant 

“gay scene” of Tel Aviv. Tourist websites promote an image of Tel Aviv (and Israel more 

generally) as a modern global city that is not only tolerant of lesbians and gay men, but is in fact 

a “gay” city. Importantly, the websites articulate Tel Aviv’s acceptance of LGBT people in terms 

of the anecdotal number of gay couples or gay appearing people a tourist would encounter on 

their trip. For instance, in response to the question of how gay-friendly Tel Aviv is, Gay TLV 

Guide assures tourists that it is very inclusive and “a walk down any street…will reveal gay 

couples holding hands, kissing, or just enjoying each other’s company” (Gay TLV Guide 2014). 

Rather than gauging gay-friendliness on tangible political rights or private practices, Gay TLV 

highlights the visible practice of public intimacy between same-sex couples as the only important 

principle of queer acceptance.  

Although less immediately apparent than vibrant gay visibility, consumption as a metric 

of acceptable queerness also emerges from pinkwashing discourses as a condition for inclusion 

into the nation. Both websites promote the message that gay belonging in Israel is heavily 

mediated through consumption. Meant as LGBT tourist guides to Tel Aviv, both sites address the 

highlights of the city that are almost exclusively limited to sites of consumption like clubs and 

bars. Tel Aviv Gay Vibe even goes so far as to tie notions of “freedom” and acceptance of LGBT 

identities with tourist outings and purchases:  

One of the main reasons we love Tel Aviv so much is the unlimited amount of freedom it 
offers. The freedom to lounge on its beautiful beaches or stroll around enjoying its 
impressive architecture; the freedom to choose from hundreds of restaurants and cafes; to 
enjoy a night at the opera or an evening movie; and of course, the freedom to choose a 

                                                 
13 “Gay Israel,” the website sponsored by the Ministry of Tourism, could be located here 
(www.gayisrael.org.il/tourism.php) as of February 2014 but was taken offline in March 2014.  

http://www.gayisrael.org.il/tourism.php
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drink on the bar or dance the night away at one of its pulsing clubs (Tel Aviv Gay Vibe 
2011). 
 

In this way, the “freedom” to participate in capitalism is synonymous with inclusion and 

acceptance. As a somewhat literal articulation of Puar’s argument that “freedom from norms” in 

queerness itself becomes a regulatory ideal, the freedom of consumption conflates notions of 

agency with the insidious and hidden demands of capital. This dynamic not only speaks to the 

cynical use of the term, but also points to pinkwashing’s overall project of making queer 

acceptance a tangible reality. Discussions of freedom in terms of interstate movement or lack of 

discrimination would potentially present questions surrounding Israel’s treatment of Palestinians 

and its record on LGBT legal protections. Alternately, portraying freedom as realized through 

consumption is easily demonstrable and is thus able to become an oblique referent to prove the 

exceptional tolerance of Israel. 

This focus on consumption constructs queerness as only allowable within frames of 

modern capitalism and ultimately supports Israel’s claims to sexual exceptionalism. Importantly, 

the construction of homonormative subjects relies on the ability to consume as a key marker of 

inclusion. Although homonormative queer subjects would appear to challenge heteronormativity 

through refusing heterosexual coupling, they are still implicated in the reproduction of the 

national body through their participation and celebration of capital. Queer bodies thus become 

sites of regeneration of structures that are key to the functioning of the nation state (Puar 2007). 

The celebration of queer homonormative subjects through discourses of sexual exceptionalism 

aids in the state’s ability to appeal to itself as a modern capitalist democracy in a desert of 

“backward” cultures and economic systems. Homonormative subjects are “free” only within the 

confines of vibrant visibility and the capitalist market. 
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Gay Rights as Freedom and Democracy 

Tel Aviv Gay Vibe’s notion of gay inclusion demonstrates the larger tendency in 

pinkwashing discourses to use an ambiguous idea of “freedom” as a metric for the desirability 

and legitimacy of Israel. Rather than delineating a clear human rights affirming stance, Israel 

frequently retreats to emphasizing the freedom enjoyed by LGBT Israelis as evidence of its 

modernity and positive impact on international politics. In particular, the Israeli Foreign 

Ministry’s public speeches on the state of human rights in Israel and the Middle East isolate 

LGBT populations and women as the only important demographics for gauging human rights. 

This understanding renders issues like Palestinian access to water resources and right to 

movement as not implicated in human rights. The movement from general human rights to 

specific LGBT rights marks LGBT rights as the primary site of establishing progressive 

freedoms and state protections.   

Along with these ambiguous notions of freedom, pinkwashing also ties queer bodies to 

ideals of democracy. Israeli discourses of democracy situate gay and lesbian rights as the specific 

measure of a fully realized free democratic state. Not only do pinkwashing documents specify 

down to LGBT rights as markers of democracy, but in some cases the two concepts become 

synonymous. A particularly telling example is a poster that asks the reader where in the Middle 

East gay officers can serve their country and answers “only in Israel” (BlueStar 2006a). After 

describing the liberal protections afforded to diverse groups by Israel, the poster encourages 

readers to “support democracy, support Israel.” Through this logic, support for gay rights is 

synonymous with democracy, which is synonymous with Israel. What this simplistic equation 

reveals is that gay rights are not only a marker of freedom or modernity, but they stand-in as a 

justification for the existence of Israel as a democracy in the Middle East. The militarism and 
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violence that is implicit in the image of an Israeli soldier is rendered secondary to the dominant 

narrative of the progressive acceptance of gay bodies into the nation.  

This tendency toward defining freedom and democracy only in terms of a visible gay and 

lesbian population has the effect of rendering violence and lack of freedom invisible or as 

aberrations of an otherwise just society. For instance, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ 2005 press 

release “A Free People in Our Land,” attempts to present Israeli society as a stable cultural 

mosaic in which all groups receive a voice in larger democracy. The document also conveys any 

“political tension” (which presumably implicates the political and social disempowerment of 

Palestinians) as “kept to a moderate or even low level” because of “the country’s judicial and 

political systems, which represent strict legal and civic equality” (MFA 2005, 4). As evidence of 

the validity and goodness of this system, the Ministry subsequently appeals to the proliferation of 

gay rights through the judicial system’s ambiguous “progressive court rulings and legislation” 

(MFA 2005, 4). This use of gay rights then sanitizes the violence Israel enacts upon Palestinians 

as the just response to violations of a system that is ultimately the superior mode of governance. 

Queer bodies are then active figures whose freedom is built upon the exclusion and lack of 

freedom of Arab and Muslim Others. Under this narrative, violence against Palestinians is not 

actually violence. It is defense of the system that stands as the last refuge of modernity and 

democracy as articulated through queer rights. In this way, Israel uses discourses of sexual 

exceptionalism to directly justify its right to exist and claim to exert violence. 

 

The Netherlands 

 Unlike Israel, the Netherlands produces a wide variety of documents that depict the lives 

of LGBT citizens. In addition to an annual report on acceptance of sexual minorities in the 
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Netherlands, the government also sponsors action plans and press releases meant to address the 

violence and inequality that queer citizens face. Amid smiling pictures of white gay couples 

embracing and white lesbian couples hugging children, these documents address three common 

themes: the Netherlands as an international leader in LGBT issues, homonormative sameness, 

and the deployment of gay rights as human rights. Together, these separate strands weave a 

narrative of progress that is enmeshed in constant movement toward the always-deferred end 

goal of full LGBT acceptance. Despite the Netherlands comparative excellence in tolerance of 

Dutch LGBT citizens, homonationalist discourses still push for continued progress toward the 

full acceptance of queer people as measured by their ability to reach parity with heterosexual 

citizens in terms of rights and experiences. As such, human rights that are almost always 

specified to gay rights become the site of both proving the sexual exceptionalism of the 

Netherlands and of protection from the violent incursion of “traditional” cultural values. In this 

way, Dutch discourses on human rights employ discourses of homonormative sameness in order 

perform the representational violence of sexual exceptionalism. 

 

Sexual Exceptionalism 

  As the first nation to legalize same-sex marriage, the Netherlands sees itself as an 

extremely progressive nation that is at the forefront of LGBT integration and acceptance. Unlike 

Israel’s transparent comparisons to simplified Middle Eastern countries, the Netherlands’ brand 

of sexual exceptionalism compares itself to “international leaders” like Sweden and Denmark. 

The Netherlands Institute for Social Research (SCP) publishes an annual report on Dutch 

acceptance of homosexuality that includes survey data on public attitudes toward LGBT people. 

Within these reports, the SCP compares survey data of public acceptance of homosexuality, 
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same-sex marriage, and similar policies taken in the Netherlands to other countries in Europe. 

What is clear from these comparisons is that even within Europe, “the Dutch population can still 

be classified as the most gay-tolerant nation” (Keuzenkamp 2011, 7). These comparisons present 

the Netherlands’ international status as exceptionally tolerant and affirming of same-sex 

relationships. Another Dutch document describes the country as “at the global vanguard in terms 

of social acceptance and protection of the rights of LGBT people. In this regard, the Netherlands 

serves as an example within and outside Europe, working actively in support of equal rights and 

treatment” (OCW 2011, 26). Homonational discourses in the Netherlands then work to elevate 

the country above all other states as the model for a progressive and tolerant society. 

 A particularly strategic piece of Dutch sexual exceptionalism is its acknowledgement of 

the difficult realities of LGBT life in the Netherlands. Rather than simply representing complete 

queer acceptance as already achieved within the country, reports of acceptance acknowledge 

LGBT social acceptance as progressing but not yet fully realized. However, as the 2011 report 

indicates, even though negative attitudes can be found “on some points and in some groups,” 

overall the Netherlands has the least negative opinions of LGBT rights in Europe. Through a 

slew of statistics surrounding LGBT acceptance internationally,14 the report numerically supports 

the conclusion that regardless of possible struggles faced by the Dutch LGBT community, the 

Netherlands is the most progressive and positive country in Europe (Keuzenkamp 2011). This 

level of transparency creates a nuanced form of sexual exceptionalism where violations of the 

Netherlands’ exceptional tolerance are not simply ignored as they are in Israel. Instead, 

exceptions themselves become absorbed by Dutch policies and fuel an expansion of state power 

                                                 
14 For instance, the Netherlands has the highest percentage of citizens that agree with the 
statement that gay marriage should be permitted in Europe with 82%. The next highest approval 
rate is in Sweden with 72% and the lowest is Romania with 11% (Keuzenkamp 2011). 
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in order to ensure continued progress toward full LGBT acceptance. Simply put, if queer rights 

are completely realized then there is no justification for Dutch LGBT policies and interventions 

that in turn construct its international image as an exceptional haven for LGBT populations.  

 However, the Netherlands’ marketing as a bastion of sexual exceptionalism extends 

beyond its borders. A prime strategy of speeches given by Dutch ministers and foreign officials 

is to highlight the Netherlands as an international leader in LGBT rights around the world. These 

references to “problem” nations promote the Netherlands as a modern and progressive nation 

both through simple comparison and more importantly through lending it moral authority as a 

“savior” of queer people abroad. Framed as the heart of Dutch efforts abroad, politicians 

frequently cite diplomatic pressure on developing nations to support gay rights as evidence of the 

Netherlands’ supremacy in the area of LGBT tolerance. In a 2008 speech on human rights, 

former Minister of Foreign Affairs Maxime Verhagen describes eliminating discrimination on 

the basis of sexual orientation as “a specific priority of Dutch human rights strategy.” As 

evidence, Verhagen highlights Dutch embassies’ efforts to engage a variety of African, Middle 

Eastern and South American countries on the issue of LGBT non-discrimination policies 

(Verhagen 2008b). Rather than being benign diplomatic actions, Dutch attempts to influence the 

policy of less developed “partner nations” establish the exceptional nature of Dutch treatment of 

LGBT populations. Not only does the Netherlands have comparatively progressive policies (for 

instance legal same-sex marriage and strong anti-discrimination laws), but it also articulates 

itself as the guardian of the entire arena of LGBT rights internationally. The Netherlands 

describes this responsibility as “focusing on the question whether homosexual acts are in fact 

treated as offenses in their countries… [and investigating] the level of social acceptance of 

homosexuality and the possibility of increasing the level of acceptance” (BZ 2007, 1). In this 
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way, the Netherlands goes beyond Israel’s one-dimensional form of sexual exceptionalism and 

instead articulates itself as a leader internationally and within Western circles.  

 

Sameness  

 Dutch discourse surrounding LGBT communities often exhibits a strange rhetorical 

attraction to playing with forms of “normal” and “sameness.” For example, in 2010 the SCP 

released a major report on LGBT life in the Netherlands titled “Increasingly Normal, Never the 

Norm.” This word-play continues as the report describes data from the “SameFeelings” survey 

given to Dutch youth (Keuzenkamp 2010). As a report concerned with sexual minorities in the 

Netherlands, the choice to emphasize normalcy through the title is itself telling. Rather than 

exploring the way in which LGBT and straight people have different experiences, the document 

uses sameness as its barometer for the progress toward full inclusion of LGBT into the national 

body. Interestingly, the SCP released another report on LGBT life in the Netherlands the same 

year titled “Just Different.” Although the title alludes to difference, the term “just” modifies the 

connotation so as to articulate differences between queer and heterosexual people as insignificant. 

Under this framing, heteronormative experiences (regardless of their relative quality) become the 

teleological endpoint in LGBT acceptance. Sameness is measured by adherence to modern 

Western Dutch values and participation in a unified Dutch culture.15 Eventually then, all 

acceptable queers who have been absorbed in the national body will be just like heterosexual 

citizens, except for being gay.  

Unlike the vibrant gay rhetoric around Israeli pinkwashing, Dutch discourses emphasize 

the way in which LGBT populations are “just like you” but for being gay. Dutch homonational 

                                                 
15 I discuss this construction in greater detail in the next chapter. 
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discourses convey queer difference as something that must be overcome in order to ensure 

societal cohesion. In a particularly egregious example of this trend, the Minister of Education 

Van Bijsterveldt describes violence against LBT women as the result of misunderstandings 

between gay and straight people. In her view the solution to homophobic acts of violence is to 

“promote understanding and show people that the similarities between heterosexuals and 

homosexuals are greater than the differences” (Van Bijsterveldt 2012, 2). Under this framing, 

violence is the result of failure on the part of LGBT people to embody the homonormative Dutch 

citizen. Similarly, a key strategy of the 2011 LGBT and Gender Equality Policy Plan is to break 

down visible stereotypes of lesbians and gay men and “replace them with a more ordinary image” 

(OCW 2011, 13). As a visual representation of this process, the policy plan is riddled with 

pictures of white gay men hugging one another and white lesbians caring for their children 

(OCW 2011). If one of the members of any of these couples were replaced with a person of the 

opposite sex, the immediate message of the picture would not change. The same could not be 

said of depictions of visible, “transgressive” queerness (like, for instance, the pictures of gay 

men in pink speedos prominent in Tel Aviv gay tourist marketing). Dutch homonational 

discourses attempt to normalize queerness to the point that it can easily be absorbed into the 

larger culture and population of the Netherlands. This sort of representational folding of 

homonormative queer bodies into the Dutch nation then allows their deployment as a vehicle of 

global human rights discourses. 

 

Gay Rights as Human Rights   

Principally concerned with human rights discourses, the Netherlands often represents 

LGBT rights and recognitions as the specific mechanism of ensuring larger rights concerns. As 
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suggested by the Netherlands’ assertion of its international supremacy in the area of LGBT 

acceptance, the country views eliminating discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation a 

specific policy of Dutch human rights strategy. This understanding manifests itself in the Dutch 

tendency to specify human rights down to “at risk” groups that inevitably consist of LGBT 

populations. For example, Verhagen’s 2008 speech to the Human Rights Council argues that 

“human rights apply to all people, in all places and at all times” (Verhagen 2008c, 2). However, 

immediately following this declaration, Verhagen specifies three groups targeted by Dutch 

human rights policy: children, women and LGBT people. The speech leads to the conclusion that 

human rights are therefore only meaningful when applied to specific vulnerable groups. LGBT 

rights may be used as a barometer for Dutch achievement of international human rights policy. 

Beyond this specifying impulse, some instances LGBT rights come to stand in for the 

recognition of universal human rights in Dutch discourses. Dutch homonational discourses 

exhibit a fluid movement between broadly conceived human rights and LGBT rights. In another 

speech by Verhagen to the UN, he repeatedly moves between the two concepts. At one point in 

the speech he again repeats the phrase “human rights apply to all people, in all places and at all 

times” before immediately stating “so that means they apply to gays, lesbians, bisexuals and 

transgender people too. There is a need for concerted international action to promote the rights of 

vulnerable groups” (Verhagen 2008a, 2). The speech starts with a universal concept, retreats to 

the specific LGBT population, and then returns to broadly conceived “vulnerable group.” This 

movement not only creates the perception that LGBT rights are the most important human rights, 

but also that the two terms are synonymous. If human rights are gaged by protecting vulnerable 

groups and LGBT populations are framed as the most noteworthy by modernity, then LGBT 

become the only meaningful gage for human rights more generally. 
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Importantly, when LGBT tolerance comes into conflict with other human rights like 

freedom of religion, LGBT rights are situated as the “real” human rights concerns and prioritized 

over “traditional culture.” A repeated trope of Dutch human rights speeches is that tradition or 

culture cannot justify human rights violations. Although these speeches rarely name it directly, 

they rhetorically create the perception that “tradition” directly refers to the religious practices of 

Islam. For instance, in his speech to the Human Rights Council, Verhagen argues that “tradition, 

culture or religion can never justify the violation of human rights” after singling out Islam and 

Middle Eastern countries as having intolerant stances on homosexuality (Verhagen 2008c, 2-3). 

Not only do these references presuppose some sort of static and tangible “traditional culture,” but 

they also articulate liberal human rights (as gaged through queer rights) as necessarily 

oppositional to tradition and religion. Dutch homonational discourses then use universality as a 

mask for the specific work that LGBT rights perform for the nation. Cast against a seemingly 

irrefutable standard of rights that apply to all people, “tradition” (read as respect for religion) can 

be disregarded as a particular concern that detracts from “real” human rights (read as LGBT 

rights).  

Universality is an implement of absorbing the particular (because “universal human 

rights” apply to everyone) while neutralizing any political effect it may have (by prioritizing 

other rights over religion). As Julietta Hua explains in regard to liberal discourses of human 

rights: 

The concept of universality, defined as more than the sum of its particular components – 
a something that captures everything, institutes the particular even as it is also threatened 
by it…The universal operates as a modern strategy of power that continues to write the 
‘others’ of the globe as ‘not yet,’ thereby naturalizing the modern regimes of knowledge 
that privilege the self-knowing and rational subjects (Hua 2011, 7). 

The utility of human rights discourses in Dutch homonationalism is then not simply a matter of 

prioritizing one set of rights over another. It is an active effort to frame Dutch depictions of 
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Muslims, as traditional and homophobic, as facts rather than normative judgments. Under this 

narrative, despite the fact that respect for Islam is “included” in human rights, Muslim countries 

continue to violate “real” human rights (gay rights) and are said to be “not yet” ready for the 

privilege of international recognition as sovereign and modern nations.  

In this way, Dutch homonational discourses deploy a liberal Western version of human 

rights that casts certain religious populations (for the most part Muslims) as temporally limited in 

comparison to the exceptional Netherlands. However, because this operation occurs under the 

guise of universality, it appears as though any backlash on the part of religious groups is merely 

an irrationally traditional response that misunderstands the intuitive nature of human rights. The 

seeming transparency of Dutch human rights arguments then hides the insidious project of 

universality to cast Muslims as perpetually “not yet.” 

 

Conclusion 

Perhaps the most striking difference between the Dutch and Israeli approaches to 

homonationalism is the purported degree of transparency about the lived reality of being LGBT 

in both countries. Pinkwashing demands that Israel represent LGBT life as idyllic and free from 

violence. When an occasional event disproves this image (for instance the violent response of 

some members of the Orthodox Jewish community to the Jerusalem Pride Parade in 2006), the 

immediate response is to cast the occurrence as an exception to the norm of sexual 

exceptionalism. Alternately, Dutch discourses of homonationalism acknowledge many of the 

difficulties that Dutch LGBT people face. In fact, the Dutch government commissions annual 

reports on the degree of acceptance of LGBT people in the Netherlands and releases them in both 

Dutch and English. Comparatively, other than the occasional speech or press release, Israel does 
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not make reports on LGBT life in the country publicly available (if such reports even exist). 

Instead, most information about Israeli queer experiences comes in the form of abbreviated 

marketing schemes like BlueStar’s video ads and Tel Aviv’s gay tourist websites. Importantly, 

while all of the Dutch sources used in this chapter came directly from the government, only half 

of the Israeli documents came from the Israeli government. Of those documents, only a fraction 

were directly produced by the government and the rest were produced elsewhere and hosted by 

the government’s English portal. This lack of government produced documents signals Israel’s 

reluctance to engage in the more transparent marketing schemes of pinkwashing. What is then at 

stake for Israel in abstaining from in-depth reporting of LGBT life in the country? More 

importantly, what work does this distinction in transparency between the Netherlands and Israel 

do in terms of homonationalism? 

The answer may lie in the difference of temporal movement between the Netherlands and 

Israel. A key distinction between the homonationalist discourses in the Netherlands and in Israel 

is the noticeable emphasis on modernity in Israel and on progress in the Netherlands. As a 

marketing strategy meant to garner international support and commerce, pinkwashing situates 

Israel as a gay oasis that has already fully achieved queer tolerance and acceptance. Gaged 

through vibrant images of queer visibility, Israel is able to construct a metric for determining the 

degree of acceptance and then easily meet that standard. Israel’s emphasis on queer visibility 

then serves the national interests of the country by becoming an oblique referent to prove its 

arrival at a static modernity. Genuine engagement with the realities of LGBT life in Israel would 

rupture this facile arrangement. At the same time, the homonational discourses of the 

Netherlands continually emphasize the progress and dynamism of queer acceptance. The fact 

that the Netherlands produces a large number of reports and data surrounding LGBT 
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discrimination and violence demonstrates this point. In acknowledging the strides yet to be made 

in LGBT rights, the Netherlands creates a constant momentum that propels policy to push 

forward to the unrealized endpoint of complete queer acceptance and integration in Dutch 

society. However, this end point is continually deferred based on Dutch framing of queer 

acceptance as synonymous with assimilation to the larger Dutch society. In the same way that 

Israel’s articulation of queer acceptance as visibility informs its vision of modernity, so too does 

the Netherlands’ vision of queer acceptance as sameness power its emphasis on progress. Simply 

put, regardless of how homonormative LGBT populations can become, they will always exhibit 

some difference from heterosexual populations and thus never fully realize Dutch ideals of queer 

acceptance. 

This difference in the movement of homonationalist discourses in Israel and the 

Netherlands speaks to the way in which these discourses can be tailored to serve the needs of 

particular projects of state violence. Although representational violence that forces queer bodies 

to conform to certain national standards is common to both cases, the physical violence enacted 

on the “others” of sexual exceptionalism differs between the two countries. While Israel attempts 

to maintain its status quo position in regards to Palestine, the Netherlands seeks to expel large 

portions of its immigrant communities that it sees as national guests that have overstayed their 

welcome. The stasis of pinkwashing helps Israel perform the violence of continued settler 

colonialism by justifying the contemporary distribution of power and resources in 

Israel/Palestine based on Israel’s sexual exceptionalism. The movement of Dutch 

homonationalism justifies the expulsion of immigrant populations from the Netherlands through 

a narrative of progress. Overall, the temporal distinction between the two countries demonstrates 

the point that despite the fact that homonational discourses employ similar technologies (like 
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sexual exceptionalism and homonormativity) they are always meant to serve the specific 

contextual aims of an individual state. 
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CHAPTER 3: “CASTING OUT:” 

RACE, NATIONALISM AND CULTURAL ESSENTIALISM 

Introduction 

 Within homonationalism race becomes a “sticky” subject. As a way of marking bodies as 

different from others in the nation, race is rarely referred to in a unitary manner. As Razack 

suggests, race becomes only one analytic of differentiating populations along lines of descent. 

Contemporary Western politics are plagued with a mode of “race thinking” that racializes 

categories that once appeared unconnected to race itself (Razack 2008). In the case of 

homonationalism in the Netherlands and in Israel, Arab race, Muslim religious affiliation, 

heterosexuality and Middle Eastern nationality become inseparably bound together in the 

monolith of “Muslim culture.”16 Homonationalism binds bodily markers (race) to non-bodily 

categories of difference (sexuality, religion, and nationality) to construct a singular set of beliefs 

and behaviors (culture). Axes of difference that once appeared to describe individual 

identification (being Muslim) become inheritable traits that describe entire populations (Razack 

2008). How exactly, then, does homonationalism accomplish this construction in the Netherlands 

and Israel? 

 This chapter charts Dutch and Israeli use of race, culture and nationalism in the context of 

homonational state projects. Dutch homonationalist discourses construct a modern, Western 

Dutch culture that is held at odds against an immigrant Muslim culture. Seen as inexorably 

traditional, violent and homophobic, Muslim culture is produced as a threat to the continued 

                                                 
16 I employ the term “Muslim culture” throughout this chapter to refer to this bundling of race, 
religious affiliation, sexuality and nationality. I understand that each of these analytics is 
theoretically separate (i.e. Muslim as a religious affiliation is not connected to being Arab as a 
race/ethnicity) but use them simultaneously to reflect homonationalism’s deployment of them as 
always connected within the construction of Muslim culture. 
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progress and modernity of the Netherlands. Racialized immigrant bodies are then read through 

Muslim culture in order to justify their separation and expulsion from the Dutch national body. 

Alternately, Israeli pinkwashing purposefully avoids in-depth discussion of culture or race in 

order to create a simplified version of “uncivilized” Muslim culture. Using hollow tropes of 

homophobia, irrationality, and violence, pinkwashing discourses deploy limited depictions of 

Muslim culture as a means of furthering Israel’s right to exist as the only modern secular 

democracy in the Middle East. Ultimately, both cases shed light on the connection between acts 

of state violence and the cultural constructions of homonationalist policies and discourses. 

However, the contextual nature of violence in both countries leads to an Israeli absence of 

discussion and abundance of official Dutch discourses. Ultimately, this difference speaks to the 

multitude of meanings and uses “culture” carries as a construction of homonationalism. 

 

The Netherlands 

 In 2007 in the wake of its notorious civic integration video, the Netherlands faced 

international outcry around yet another controversial anti-Muslim film released by Dutch 

politician Geert Wilders. Titled Fitna, the sixteen-minute video shows stock footage of the 

September 11th attacks and various acts of terrorism interspersed with seemingly violent verses 

of the Quran. Tellingly, the video’s depiction of the future for Netherlands includes images of 

hangings with the explanatory note “gays” (Wilders 2008). Although the immediate response 

from government officials was condemnation for ignorance and insensitivity, many also 

emphasized the need to uphold Dutch values even in the face of such objectionable material. 

Casting reactions from Dutch non-Western minorities as the reaction of unnecessarily “irate 

Muslim populations,” government leaders emphasized the Netherlands’ strong anti-censorship 
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stance. As then Minister for Development Cooperation stated, “apologies are not called for. The 

West must stand by its principles. Freedom of expression, freedom of religion, respect for each 

other” (Koenders 2008). The message was clear; despite the deplorable nature and transparent 

bigotry of the video, the Dutch government saw the threat to liberal values of freedom of speech 

as a larger danger than the risk of ostracizing its Muslim populations. 

What the Fitna crisis makes clear is the Netherlands’ strong advancement of liberal 

individualistic values through disrespect and denigration of “traditional” or religious cultural 

values. Through homonationalist discourses that place “progressive” values against “tradition,” 

the Netherlands affirms two distinct cultures: modern Dutch culture and an essentialized, non-

Western “Muslim culture.”17 While Dutch culture is the embodiment of liberal Western values 

and modernity, Muslim culture is seen as inseparably wed to “traditional” norms that render 

some non-Western groups perpetually homophobic, radically religious, and violent. Within this 

construction, those populations that do not conform to Dutch values are quarantined or expelled 

from the national body and territory.  

 

Constructing Dutch Culture and the Crisis of Multiculturalism 

 As revealed through Dutch heavy-handed use of universal human rights discourses, 

national culture is heavily wedded to liberal Western values. Starting from a Western base that 

draws from the traditional Dutch “pillar system,” homonational discourses construct the 

Netherlands as a progressive country and culture that is constantly evolving to be more inclusive 

of elements of modernity, including support of gay rights. For the Netherlands, “culture 

                                                 
17 I use the term “Muslim culture” to respond to the construction of a coherent and single shared 
culture of non-Western immigrants in the Netherlands. I do not mean to imply that this form 
exists as anything more than a discursive construction or that it accurately represents the 
diversity of experiences of Middle Eastern and North African Dutch immigrants.  
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represents not only ties, identity and tradition but also dynamism, creativity and innovation...” 

(OCW 2013). While this understanding of culture may lead one to believe that the Netherlands 

endorses a rich mosaic of beliefs and practices, the “dynamism” that is part of Dutch national 

culture is specifically related to markers of Western modernity. Through an additive process, 

Dutch national culture is understood as involving “all cultural expressions, not only traditional 

forms but also modern forms such as pop music, gaming and design” (OCW 2013, 7). In this 

way, the “progress” of Dutch culture is not in its interactions with non-Western cultures (for 

instance the 20% of its population who are immigrants), but in its supplementing of historical 

Dutch cultural understandings with modern liberal values and technologies.  

 As the last chapter discussed, these liberal values of modernity highlight LGBT tolerance 

as a key marker of progress. Other markers of modern values accompany LGBT tolerance. 

Specifically, Dutch officials in their speeches have repeatedly referred to justice, equality, 

solidarity, humanity and liberty as “values of the world” that serve as “the ground rules for how 

people should treat one another in a civilized society” (BZ 2010). Importantly, these values are 

often expressed in individual terms. For instance, even though solidarity appears to be group-

oriented, it is also articulated in Dutch discourse as the responsibility of individuals to support 

the communal systems in which they take part. In phasing values as universal “values of the 

world,” Dutch discourses render sites of political and social contestation above discussion or 

refute. To disagree with the modern Dutch cultural system is to disagree with civilization and to 

cast oneself as within a “backward” culture.  

 Embracing this supposedly universally supported cultural system allows Dutch 

discourses to locate a crisis of multiculturalism brewing in immigrant enclaves. Despite the fact 

that less than 10% of the Dutch population consists of non-Western immigrants, nearly every 
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report on the integration of immigrants cite a sizable group of Dutch citizens who believe that 

there are too many immigrants in the country (Gijsberts & Davegos 2009).18 Amid such popular 

feelings, the Dutch government has adopted an unapologetically integrationist (or in a less 

forgiving light assimilationist) agenda toward the “threat” posed by immigrant culture to Dutch 

culture. Flatly rejecting cultural relativism, the government sees modern Dutch culture as not 

only the ideal way of life for all people, but also as the only sure mode of promoting social and 

political stability. As a press release from the Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment states, 

without a mandatory integration policy there would be “fragmentation and segregation in society, 

which would ultimately result in no-one feeling at home in the Netherlands” (SZW 2011). In 

other words, if Muslim immigrants are allowed to spread their culture, then the indigenous Dutch 

will lose their hold on cultural supremacy in the Netherlands. As a modern democracy, the 

Netherlands sees itself as tasked with policing social cohesion as measured by adherence to 

Dutch (liberal Western) values. Ultimately, then, the Netherlands responds to the “threat” to 

Dutch culture by “quarantining” the purported culture of immigrant communities through 

surveillance and stringent residency requirements, or through deporting them.19 In this way, the 

Muslim immigrant to the Netherlands has only two options: to embody the acceptable ethnic 

through collapsing their identity to only those markers deemed acceptable in Dutch society or be 

quarantined and eventually cast out from the national body and territory.  

 

 

 

                                                 
18 For instance in 2009 40% of the indigenous Dutch population believed their were “too many 
people of different nationality living in the Netherlands” (Gijsberts & Dagevos 2009). 
19 For a more complete explanation of the Netherlands’ treatment of immigrants see the section 
“Violence” later in this chapter. 
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Constructing Muslim Culture 

 After building the image of a coherent and modern Dutch culture, homonational 

discourses perform an even more politically fraught construction of a single and static Muslim 

culture that is meant to describe the entire population of immigrants coming from the Middle 

East and Northern Africa. Implicit within this formation is the simplistic equation of religious 

affiliation (Muslim) with ethnic identity (Arab) that produces certain backward and illiberal 

behaviors. In the case of the Netherlands, immigrants of Turkish or Moroccan origin and 

refugees from Iraq and Afghanistan are absorbed into a single culture that is cast as lacking 

individual work ethic, fanatically religious, violent and homophobic. Rather than reflecting the 

reality of immigrant populations, views of Muslim culture presuppose deviant behaviors and 

beliefs when presented with non-white immigrant bodies. As Butler explains, “the state both 

produces and presupposes certain operations of power that work primarily through establishing a 

set of ‘ontological givens’… notions of subject, culture, identity, and religion whose versions 

remain uncontested and incontestable within particular normative frameworks” (Butler 2010, 

149). Rather than appealing to the reality of immigrant experiences, Muslim culture constructs 

bodies that are racialized as Arab as irredeemable sites that must be reformed and assimilated, 

quarantined, or cast out. 

 In order to designate which bodies can be successfully assimilated into Dutch culture as 

markers of an exceptional tolerance and which must be cast out, the Netherlands constructs 

specific groups as model ethnic minorities to be advanced against deviant populations. In the 

Netherlands, Iranians, Surinamese and Antillean Dutch immigrants occupy this privileged role. 

For instance the annual report on integration published in 2009 explicitly lists the largest 

immigrant groups in order from the most modern and elite (Iranians) to the least integrated and 
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most violent (Turks and Moroccans) (Gijsberts & Dagevos 2009). The report describes the 

modernity of Iranians as resting in their low fertility rate compared to both other immigrant 

groups and to indigenous Dutch women. Low fertility rates become a marker of modern 

sexualities that have extended beyond “traditional” understandings of sex as a mode of 

continuous reproduction. This suggests that sexual politics play a prominent role in Dutch 

conceptions of who is acceptable for assimilation and who is not. In comparison, the report 

describes Turks and Moroccans, the two largest migrant groups in the Netherlands, as 

overrepresented in crime statistics and prone to “antisocial behavior” and “causing a nuisance” 

(Gijsberts & Dagevos 2009, 16). In this way Turks and Moroccans, as two coherent groups that 

have distinguishable and unified characteristics across all members, are pitted against Iranians 

who occupy the space of the model modern minority. This sort of ranking of minority groups in 

terms of assimilability is a necessary project of constructing the Netherlands as a tolerant and 

progressive society. By absorbing acceptable ethnic individuals and populations, the Netherlands 

is able to demonstrate the desirability of being Dutch, especially in terms of modernity. The 

existence of an Iranian model minority also represents the possibility of inclusion for non-

Western individuals into the national body, thus proving the “fairness” and validity of the system. 

If one fails to live up to Dutch cultural values it is out of lack of modern understanding, not an 

issue of the system itself. 

 However, Dutch integration policy already presupposes Turkish and Moroccan 

populations to lack of very elements of modernity that they are to be evaluated against. Turkish 

and Moroccan immigrants are always deciphered through the lens of Muslim culture that 

produces individuals who are overly religious, dependent on state welfare, and violent. Above all, 

Turks and Moroccans are constructed as overly committed to Islam and therefore unable to 
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participate in mainstream society. For instance, the 2004 Ethnic Minorities and Integration report 

draws religious trends in immigrant communities as behind the indigenous Dutch population. As 

the integration report explains: 

While followers of Christian religions in the Netherlands have been undergoing a process 
of secularization for decades, Muslims in the Netherlands are at most at the start of such 
development…the continuing strong identification with Islam… [in combination] with a 
strong ethnic identification is not without dangers (Gijsberts 2005, 33). 

The report then goes on to identify these “dangers” as the growing importance of Islam in the 

lives of Muslims in the Netherlands leading to ethnic tensions. What is telling about this 

characterization of Islam in the Netherlands is that although the report acknowledges the 

existence of other religious groups in the country, Islam is isolated as temporally behind 

Christianity and the cause of dangerous tensions. Using tropes of “Islamic rigidity,” this report 

and others like it construct all Turks and Moroccans as Muslims and all Muslims as incapable of 

operating outside of dogmatic religious practices that can never be modern or secular. It is 

important to note also that the way these reports deploy religion is always connected to ethnicity 

and culture. While being Christian (and Dutch) is acceptable, being Muslim (and Arab) is not. In 

this way, the root of concerns about secularity is based in cultural judgments rather than religious 

ones.  

 Along with being dogmatically religious, the construct of Muslim culture also carries the 

baggage of dependency and criminality. Nearly every report on immigrant assimilation heavily 

emphasizes the continued dependence of Turks and Moroccans on the Dutch welfare system. 

Rather than acknowledging the systemic factors that lead to increased poverty rates among 

immigrant communities, integration reports reiterate newcomers’ personal responsibility to 

create their own economic opportunities by integrating into Dutch culture. The vignette of the 

dinner guests who have overstayed their welcome and are too awkward to enter the conversation 
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of those around them is one particularly clear example of this focus on individual 

responsibility.20 By articulating immigrant dependency on state welfare as driven by lack of 

personal work ethic and responsibility, these reports construct Muslim culture as necessarily 

leading to poor individual values that in turn translate to crime and violence. In a telling example, 

a survey of indigenous Dutch citizens in 2004 found that three-fourths of respondents believed 

that the Dutch social security system would collapse due to immigrants, that “ghettos will form 

where people no longer dare to venture and that the threat of Islamic fundamentalism will 

increase” (Gijsberts 2005, 35). What is interesting about these results is not only the alarmingly 

high rate of agreement to transparently Islamophobic and xenophobic beliefs, but also that the 

survey itself framed issues surrounding immigration through the imagery of dangerous ghettos 

and Islamic fundamentalism. The report constructs Muslim culture as intricately tied to deviant 

immigrant communities who take advantage of Dutch state generosity and whose violent religion 

poses a risk to Dutch citizens. 

 Importantly, the at-risk Dutch citizen par excellence is the gay man or lesbian. The 

Netherlands marks Muslim culture as necessarily homophobic. Both LGBT documents and 

immigrant integration reports describe the Netherlands’ policy of “targeting” immigrant 

communities as needing special intervention at the hands of the government to counter their 

homophobic culture. For instance, the 2011 LGBT and Gender Equality Policy Plan describes 

the relatively low social acceptance of homosexuality in the Netherlands as “mainly among 

young people, ethnic minorities and orthodox religious communities” (OCW 2011, 16). 

Although the document acknowledges immigrant Muslims are not the sole contributors to 

homophobia (a white Dutch young man may also be targeted for reform), three of the four “lines 

                                                 
20 See Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2009 and Timmermans 2008. 
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of action” target immigrant communities. In framing immigrant communities (and especially 

religious immigrant communities) as necessitating targeting, homonationalist documents create 

the understanding that homophobia and discrimination are things that are never supported by 

mainstream Dutch society. Not only does this dynamic once again assert Dutch culture’s sexual 

exceptionalism in terms of toleration toward LGBT people, but it also serves as a standard for 

differentiating populations that can and cannot be assimilated. As a report on the Dutch Cultural 

System describes it, LGBT emancipation is considered “a precondition for cultural diversity” 

(OCW 2013). As a cornerstone of Dutch culture, visible queer Dutch citizens serve the state by 

first sorting populations into those that can be assimilated and those that cannot and then 

justifying the expulsion of the latter group.  

 Dutch documents locate Muslim culture as creating violent reactions to homosexuality, 

even surrounding its own members. The fleeting figure of the queer immigrant is one that is 

rarely represented in either LGBT or integration documents. When government documents do 

acknowledge LGBT immigrants, they represent them as inexorably silenced and passive victims 

who must be saved from their families and culture.21 For instance, a 2009 report of LGBT 

experiences in the Netherlands describes non-white gay men and lesbians as forced into being 

closeted by pressure from their families and cultural values that focus on reproduction. These 

forces lead to extremely homophobic reactions from families upon discovering a family 

member’s queer sexual orientation. According to the document, these dynamics mean that “the 

dramas that take place when parents discover that their children are gay are familiar: hysterical 

parents, beatings or even death threats, marrying off the children more quickly or sending them 

                                                 
21 These sort of “rescue narratives” have been and continue to be a prominent tool of Western 
countries in colonizing and oppressing non-Western “others.” For a discussion of rescue 
narratives in the context of Dutch feminism and LGBT rights see Bracke 2012.  
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back to Turkey” (Bais 2010, 58). In casting violent disgust as the typical reaction of Turkish and 

Moroccan immigrants, homonational discourses perform two functions. First, they reiterate the 

static and perpetual impossibility of tolerance within Muslim culture and thus its irredeemable 

nature. Second, they construct queer Turks and Moroccans as closeted victims who must be 

liberated from their oppressive culture by Dutch heroes. The Netherlands’ strict immigration 

policies and heavy policing of immigrant communities can be seen as attempts to help victimized 

LGBT citizens. This understanding not only steals the agency of queer Turks and Moroccans 

through passive representations, but it also rewrites the violence of assimilation and expulsion as 

positive developments that ensure the lives of queer populations that the state must protect. 

 

Violence 

The sort of violence rendered by the Dutch cultural system does not simply rob 

immigrants of accurate representation on their own terms. It also involves the physical violence 

of state surveillance, denial of resources and ultimately expulsion from the nation. In 

Haritaworn’s words, the construction of a homophobic Muslim culture “legitimates repressive 

anti-terror measures, attacks on nationality, immigration and educational rights and the shocking 

dismantling of civil liberties” (Haritaworn, et. al. 2008, 78-79). Turks and Moroccans, as groups 

“targeted” for cultural integration programs, face surveillance and monitoring by the state to 

ensure compliance with Dutch laws and, more ambiguously, Dutch cultural norms. As part of the 

new civic integration system implemented in 2006, all foreign-nationals of non-Western descent, 

regardless of when they came to the country, were required to take an exam testing their 

linguistic and ethno-cultural knowledge of the Netherlands (Verweij & Bijl 2012). This 

requirement is in addition to the successful completion of the civic integration test abroad that is 
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a prerequisite for lawful entry to the Netherlands. Failure to complete either of these tests carry 

the penalty of harming an immigrant’s chance of receiving residency status or the possibility of 

naturalization, meaning an immigrant who fails the tests may be deported after the term of his or 

her initial visa expires (Gijsberts & Davegos 2007). Additionally, the tests themselves are very 

costly22 and under the Work and Social Assistance Act failure to pass the Civic Integration Exam 

can lead to the removal of social welfare benefits (Gijsberts & Davegos 2009). Immigrants who 

do not conform to Dutch cultural values ultimately face expulsion from the Netherlands. 

However, as Butler’s analysis of ontological givens makes clear, non-Western immigrants are 

already understood as enmeshed in pre-modern Muslim culture that can never be part of Dutch 

culture.  

It is important to recognize that the work that the construction of Muslim culture does is 

not just on a political or identity level. It also works ontologically to produce the very subjects it 

is meant to describe. The monolithic structure of Muslim culture as a static and unchanging 

entity forecloses the ability of individual immigrants to contest their position. Driven through 

“ontological givens,” the differentiation of lives between those that are worthy of protection and 

those that are not is not a matter of identity or of the subject. As Butler explains, “it is rather a 

question of how power forms the field in which subjects become possible at all or, rather, how 

they become impossible” (Butler 2010, 163). Certain subjects who exhibit markers of modernity 

(for instance Iranians with their “modern” birth rate) or who can be employed as the tokenized 

victims of Muslim patriarchy (women and LGBT people) are able to gain admittance to the 

national body through residency and eventual naturalization. Others remain illegible to the state 

as anything more than dangerous and pre-modern populations who must be expelled from the 

                                                 
22 The cost of taking the Civic Integration Examination Abroad is 350 euros per occasion on top 
of the cost of purchasing a preparation materials (SZW 2011). 
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nation in order to protect national populations deserving of life and protection. In this way, 

through the folding of LGBT and acceptable ethnic populations into the paternal biopolitical 

management of life, the Netherlands is able to justify the expulsion of Muslim populations into 

the necropolitical economy of social and physical death.   

 

Israel 

 Unlike Dutch homonational discourses, Israeli pinkwashing is hesitant to draw more than 

targeted and shallow connections between race or culture and sexuality. Just as the images of the 

Middle East at the beginning of “Out of the Closet” convey connotations of dogmatic tradition 

without any real description of life there, pinkwashing discourses provide brief and hollow 

descriptions of Arab culture as perpetually homophobic. Israel purposefully avoids any genuine 

engagement with the ethnicity or culture of Palestinians in order to continue to deploy 

transparently “uncivilized” versions of Arab or Muslim culture that can be easily cast as inferior 

to Israeli culture. By repeatedly referring to Iran as “hanging gays and stoning women,” Israeli 

homonationalist discourses brand all Middle Eastern societies (including Palestine) as Muslim 

fanatics that are irredeemably homophobic. This then justifies violence against Palestinians as a 

means of “saving” queer Palestinians and ensuring the survival of the modern and democratic 

Israeli state. 

 The discourses that do emerge surrounding nationalism, culture and race are highly 

calculated and repeated tropes and sound bites, usually in reference to Iran. Both the Israeli 

Prime Minister’s Office and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs offer multiple press releases and 

speech transcripts that draw Iran as an uncivilized threat to Israel and use violence against LGBT 

populations as evidence. In his response to Gunter Grass’ comments equating Israel and Iran, 
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Prime Minister Netanyahu lists five distinctions between the two countries. Although the first 

four refer to Iran’s international policies the fifth reminds listeners that “it is Iran, not Israel, that 

stones women, hangs gays and brutally represses tens of millions of its own citizens” (Netanyahu 

2012c, 1). Netanyahu’s invocation of a homophobic and violent Iran is in no way an anomaly in 

Israeli pinkwashing discourses. In fact, the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs even released a 

day-by-day description of Iran’s “Islamic punishments,” highlighting women and gay men who 

were targeted by “barbaric” laws (MFA 2010a). In this way, Netanyahu’s speech and others like 

it tie Iran, as both a political state and a societal entity, to certain pieces of “cultural baggage.” 

The most meaningful of these pieces is violent homophobia that is tied to rigid and fanatical 

Muslim beliefs.  

 Israeli pinkwashing discourses then represent Iran as an irrational and barbaric 

international actor that threatens Israel’s right to exist as a modern and democratic state. Where 

the homonational discourses of the Netherlands tend to use culture as a sort of catchall term for 

difference, pinkwashing articulates temporal differences between Iran and Israel in distinctly 

national cultural terms. For instance in a 2012 address to the American Israeli PAC, Netanyahu 

attempts to garner US support for stopping the development of nuclear weapons. Netanyahu 

conveys Israel as “a powerless and stateless people who became a strong and proud nation” that 

must defend itself against the tyrannical and barbaric Ayatollah regime (Netanyahu 2012b). 

Interestingly, Netanyahu adds the repeated description of an Iran that “hangs gays and stones 

women” among a list of other atrocities committed by Iran. This distinctly homonational tying of 

queer populations to state projects of defense (or aggression) reveals the way in which the 

construction of a homophobic and irrational Muslim culture is intricately connected to 

conceptions of the nation. Iran is a threat to Israel not only because it may have the military 
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capability to destroy the country, but also because its culture represents a Muslim 

fundamentalism that runs counter to modern Western Israeli culture.  

 In tying Iran’s laws and beliefs to a larger Muslim culture, Iran comes to embody the 

very culture that it is meant to subscribe to. Seeming violations of rights and acts of violence in 

Iran become decontextualized examples of Muslim culture generally. Iran becomes the backward 

foil to progressive Israel. A particularly telling example is an Israeli propaganda poster that has 

circulated through social media. The poster is titled “Find the Differences” and shows 

representation of treatment of gay men in Palestine and Israel. The Palestinian image shows two 

young men being hung and states “Palestine: when they find you are gay they hang you.” In 

contrast the Israel side shows two men in military uniforms holding hands and states “Israel: we 

love and admire gay men and women.” The bottom of the poster then encourages viewers to 

“share this if you agree that Israel is truly a beacon or freedom, liberty and progressiveness” 

(“Find the Differences” 2013). Similar to references to Iran “hanging gays and stoning women,” 

the poster works to differentiate the Israeli nation as a tolerant and progressive society from the 

violent and barbaric Palestinian territory.  

However, the image is notable not only for its transparent differentiations, but also 

because it is an explicit example of the slippages in pinkwashing discourses between Iran and 

Palestine. The picture used to represent Palestine in the poster is actually an image of Iranians 

Ayaz Marhoni and Mahmoud Asgari. Although international media originally reported their 

hanging as punishment for a homoerotic relationship, later reports from Amnesty International 

revealed that the hanging occurred in response to the young men raping a thirteen year old boy.23 

Regardless of the ethical questions surrounding executing the teenagers for rape, the use of the 

                                                 
23 See “Ayaz Marhoni and Mahmoud Asgari,” http://www.amnestyusa.org/research/reports/iran-
the-last-executioner-of-children?page=12  

http://www.amnestyusa.org/research/reports/iran-the-last-executioner-of-children?page=12
http://www.amnestyusa.org/research/reports/iran-the-last-executioner-of-children?page=12
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image in the context of pinkwashing reveals Israel’s concerted construction of a simplistically 

homophobic Middle East that can be applied at will to any nation. Rather than engaging with the 

complexities evoked by the image, the poster uses it as a seemingly transparent representation of 

violent reaction to homosexuality. Even more importantly, the poster confuses an Iranian action 

for a Palestinian one. In this way, Israeli pinkwashing creates a monolithic image of homophobic 

Muslim culture that can be applied to Palestine for political gain. 

As the poster suggests, the specific application of discourses of homophobic Muslim 

culture to Palestine constructs all queer Palestinians as victims who must be rescued from the 

barbaric punishments of Islamic fundamentalism. Although queer Palestinians are noticeably 

absent from official government pinkwashing discourses, they figure prominently in unofficial 

and quasi-governmental sources like the marketing of LGBT groups. For instance, both “Out of 

the Closet” and “Israel: Gay Oasis” depict queer Palestinians as flocking to Israel in order to 

avoid oppression and death. Israel’s two largest LGB advocacy groups the Aguda and Jerusalem 

Open House also perform targeted “outreach” meant to serve the Palestinian queer populations 

by helping them reach the haven of Israel. While these actions may seem to suggest openness to 

difference, in reality they signal the conditional acceptance of bodies that were once part of the 

Palestinian nation in order to justify Israeli aggression in the colonization of Palestine. In the 

same way that the Netherlands articulates itself as the hero of queer Turks and Moroccans, so too 

does Israel occupy the role of savior to queer Palestinians. However, rather than deploy such a 

protective role to expel dangerous populations, Israel uses rescue narratives to assert Israel’s 

right to exist (and right to colonize Palestine) as a modern democratic haven for the downtrodden 

of the world. Pinkwashing then appropriates queer Palestinians as token victims who justify 

violent Israeli nationalism.  
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Despite the abundance of one-sentence references to sexuality in the context of national 

culture, perhaps the most telling aspect of Israeli pinkwashing discourses is the very lack of in-

depth engagement with the axes of difference absorbed under Muslim culture. By deploying 

static and hollow depictions of Muslim culture as constructed through particular Iranian actions, 

Israel is able to market itself as intuitively progressive and deserving of status in the international 

community. Pinkwashing discourses serve the larger Israeli agenda of garnering international 

support and standing through representing Israel as the last idealistic and democratic nation in 

the Middle East. Israel’s obfuscation of the workings of culture and nationalism as shown 

through its constant slippages between the actions of the state and the cultures of that state’s 

peoples creates a caricature of Muslim culture that is unambiguously inferior to Israeli values. 

 

Conclusion 

 The fact that the Netherlands presents an abundance of official views on race, culture and 

sexuality and Israel does not, is unexpected in light of the context and history of each country. 

Although the Netherlands has very strong immigration policies and beliefs that it ties to culture, 

controlling immigration was not even a consideration until the 1950s and explicit ties between 

assimilation and Dutch culture did not exist until the early 2000s. On the other hand, the 

colonization of Palestine and conflict over resources in the area has been ongoing in various 

forms for decades longer. One would then assume that Israel would have many more documents 

about race and culture than does the Netherlands if only for reasons of the longevity of conflict. 

However, this is clearly not the case. So what does one make of Israel’s avoidance of in-depth 

discussion of cultural difference in light of the Netherlands’ transparency around similar issues?  
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In the case of the Netherlands, the violence of homonational discourses is clear. Dutch 

homonational discourses construct a standard of queer acceptance as a marker of modernity 

alongside a static Muslim culture that Arab raced bodies have trouble escaping. As a concrete 

expression of this construction, the 2006 Civic Integration exam system had a very clear result. 

Failure to embrace Dutch culture (with its entailment of queer tolerance) leads to limitations on 

residency, access to state welfare and ultimately admittance into the country. For Israel, the 

connection between constructing the Middle East as homophobic and the occupation of Palestine 

is less transparent. While there are clear connections between framing Palestine as culturally 

homophobic and justifying Israeli aggression, there is no single or clear policy as in the 

Netherlands. In this way, the lack of transparency in Israeli discourses may be partially attributed 

to the absence of direct Israeli policy connecting sexuality and immigration.  

However, it seems that there are also deeper dynamics of power at play. The difference 

between nationalism and national culture may offer an answer. In the case of the Netherlands, 

having a strong set of immigration laws is a matter of constructing a clear unitary national Dutch 

culture in contention to an immigrant Muslim culture. The existence of the nation is not in 

question, only the continuation of the culture exhibited by that nation. Israel’s construction of 

Muslim culture is much more a distinctly national project that is concerned with the ideological 

and physical continuation of a Jewish Israeli state. The battle waged by the Netherlands is a 

cultural one; the ultimate threat faced by the country is that immigrant hoards will overwhelm its 

modern Western values and create wide scale social tension, unrest, and violence. For Israel, the 

threat of Muslim culture is framed as an existential one. Not only is the culture of the Middle 

East capable of overwhelming Western Israeli culture, but its fanatical and irrational violence is 

capable of physically ending the existence of an Israeli state.  
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As an “us-versus-them” strategy of homonationalism, Israel’s discussions of culture are 

targeted only to create a transparent Arab other who can serve as an ideological justification for 

the Israeli nation. Culture then becomes a scapegoat for nationalistic interests. Israel’s lack of 

direct engagement with the issue of culture in pinkwashing discourses can be attributed to the 

state’s investment in creating a simple static vision of the Middle East. The Netherlands can 

afford to acknowledge nuances in the culture of some immigrants (for instance the individual 

situation of groups of different nationalities) without risking Dutch cultural supremacy because 

the goal of Dutch homonationalism is the integration of assimilable populations and the 

expulsion of “dangerous” ones. After expulsion or assimilation Muslim immigrants no longer 

pose a threat to Dutch culture or the national body. On the other hand, Israel is forced to engage 

in a continuous process of international marketing of itself as in opposition to other Middle 

Eastern countries in order to perpetually control and dominate Palestine. If Israel were to fully 

address the issue of culture surrounding sexuality, then the entire façade of pinkwashing would 

collapse in that it rests on essentialized visions of both the Middle East and queer life in 

Israel/Palestine. In this way, absence and silence are political strategies of Israeli pinkwashing 

while seeming transparency is a strategy of Dutch homonationalism. 
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CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSION 

 This paper has charted the deployment of homonationalism in the Netherlands and Israel 

as particular state projects of simultaneous inclusion of exceptional queer subjects and exclusion 

of deviant Muslim populations. The first half of this paper explored the “folding in” of 

exceptional homosexual populations into the national bodies of Israel and the Netherlands. The 

first piece of this process is constructing queerness as something that is complementary to 

heteronormative structures of power rather than challenging them. In Israel, this queerness is 

mediated through vibrant gay visibility and the ability to consume as a mode of reproduction for 

the benefit of the nation. In the Netherlands, homonormative queerness is demonstrated through 

embodying the “normal” Dutch citizen who happens to be gay.  

Using these visions of queerness, Israel and the Netherlands elevate themselves as 

sexually exceptional states that embody modern values. Israel uses this modern status as a way to 

promote itself as the only democracy in the Middle East. The Netherlands occupies the status of 

an international human rights defender whose advocacy for LGBT rights speaks to the 

exceptional nature of the country. Comparison between these two tactics reveals that Israel 

represents itself as having arrived at a static and final state of modernity as demonstrated through 

achievement of full LGBT acceptance. Alternately, the Netherlands emphasizes continuous 

forward moving progress toward a yet unachieved end of full LGBT inclusion. This distinction 

signals the contextual nature of homonationalism. While the stasis of modernity is politically 

useful for Israel as it seeks to maintain the status quo division of resources and sovereignty in 

Israel/Palestine, a moving narrative of progress is more useful for the Netherland’s project of 

expelling current immigrant communities from its territory. 
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 The second half of the paper discussed the “casting out” of Muslim populations from the 

Israeli and Dutch national bodies as the second movement of homonationalism. 

Homonationalism consolidates a static vision of “Muslim culture” that groups multiple axes of 

difference (Arab race, Muslim religious affiliation, heterosexuality and Middle Eastern 

nationality) into a coherent bundle that can be applied to bodies at will. Dutch homonational 

discourses create a unified modern Dutch culture against a backward and homophobic Muslim 

culture through which all Turkish and Moroccan immigrants are read. This reading renders 

immigrant populations inassimilable to Dutch culture and justifies their expulsion from the 

national territory. Unlike the Netherlands’ explicit and lengthy engagement with culture and race, 

Israel performs targeted and shallow discussions of culture that are meant to construct a 

simplistic version of Muslim culture as uncivilized, homophobic and irrationally violent. This 

transparent construction allows Israel to claim its right to exist as the only modern secular 

democracy in the Middle East. The distinction between Israel’s shallow engagement with 

Muslim culture and the Netherlands’ concerted cultivation of these discourses again speaks to 

the contextual specificity of homonationalism. The remainder of this conclusion maps three 

remaining questions of my project: the figure of the queer Muslim, the apparent absence of race 

as an individual category of analysis and implications for future research on homonationalism.  

 

The Queer Muslim 

 A recurring site of conflict in Dutch and Israeli homonationalist discourses is the figure 

of the queer Arab Muslim. The conflict of this figure lies not just in the seeming impossibility of 

a queer Muslim sexuality, but also in the variety of places that a queer Muslim body occupies in 

homonationalist projects. The queer Muslim is primarily a site of management. In order to prove 
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its modernity and desirability, a state must absorb a token number of non-white queer bodies. 

These bodies become sites of state management whereby individuals must fraction away pieces 

of their identity in order to be accepted into the protected nation. In both the Netherlands and 

Israel this means that queer Arab populations must jettison Islam and attempt to embody an 

acceptable ethnic subjectivity. Queer Muslims are also sites of expulsion. Using properly secular 

non-white queers as victims who were rescued by the paternal state, homonational discourses 

allow the quarantining and expulsion of “dangerous” populations who are read through the lens 

of Muslim culture.   

However, queer Muslims also evoke a third site of conflict in homonationalist discourses. 

The queer Muslim subject is also a potential site of refusal or resistance that reveals the workings 

of homonationalism. Building on Butler and other queer theorists, Mohammed Rahman critiques 

static Western perceptions of culture by appealing to gay Muslim identities as intersectional. He 

argues that more than just being a hybrid, the intersectionality of the gay Muslim identity rests 

not only in being “caught” between Islam and queerness, but also in being a relational and 

unstable identity construction. As he explains, “the ontological uncertainty of their lived 

experience inevitably directs us to consider that dominant identity categories are, in actuality, 

ontologically incomplete and achieve their (incomplete) coherence only through the exclusion of 

‘others’” (Rahman 2010, 953). Similarly, in his studies of lesbian and bisexual Muslim women 

living in Britain, AKT Yip argues that queer Muslims develop complex methods of negotiating 

seemingly irreconcilable identities and challenge traditional notions of citizenship (Yip 2008). 

Queer Muslims then perhaps reveal the implicit instability in homonationalist policies that rest 

on racialized ideas of culture and modern sexuality. Rather than seeing queer Muslims as 

individuals who exist at stable intersections of identities within grids of difference, they should 
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instead be understood as an assemblage that refuses to cohere identities as separable analytics. In 

critiquing intersectionality, Puar argues for an understanding of queerness as “coming forth at us 

from all directions, screaming in defiance” (Puar 2007, 211). Understood as an assemblage, 

queer Muslims challenge the deployment of race and sexuality as stable loci for homonationalist 

policies. Resisting fracturing and division, a queer Muslim assemblage may demonstrate 

resistance to the power structures surrounding homonationalism. 

 Seeing queer Muslim experiences through the lens of the assemblage helps to make clear 

the way in which homonationalism is a specific temporal arrangement that attempts to reify 

relations that are in constant motion. As a political strategy of state violence, homonationalism is 

invested in creating a coherent vision of the world in which exceptional homonational subjects 

are folded into the national body so that deviant Muslim Others can be cast out. 

Homonationalism depends upon the creation of the binary “us-versus-them” that relies on static 

notions of identity where being Muslim or Arab is a totalizing subjectivity that is incompatible 

with “authentic” and exceptional queerness. Even in the case of the Netherlands where progress 

is a key piece of sexual exceptionalism, there is only movement in terms of approaching an 

ultimate goal of queer acceptance. There is no movement in the terms of queerness itself. 

Alternately, in resisting or navigating the compartmentalization of pieces of their subjectivity, 

queer Muslim subjects are in a continuous state of motion that is always in relation to others. The 

assemblage of the queer Muslim embodies movement without a telos. This is not to say that 

queer Muslims somehow occupy a space “outside” of homonationalism, but rather that their 

constant negotiation of identity and belonging potentially shatters the façade that 

homonationalism works so diligently to perpetuate.  
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Where is Race? 

 As the last chapter demonstrates, what appears in homonationalist discourses as 

transparently a question of race is inexorably bound to other elements of belonging and identity. 

In the Netherlands, religion (Islam), race or ethnicity (Arab), and national origin (Turkish or 

Moroccan) become packaged into the coherent bundle of “Muslim culture.” In Israel, a similar 

operation occurs whereby Muslim culture becomes the facile referent for describing the 

nationalist behavior of Middle Eastern states in order to continue a specific vision of the Israeli 

nation that is built on Jewish religious and ethnic identity. Although I originally set out to map 

race as a key analytic within homonationalist discourses, I found that race was not in fact a 

primary dynamic of articulating homonationalism. On its own, race says little about the 

deployment of exceptional homosexual populations for state projects of expulsion. Race only 

becomes meaningful when it is understood within the broader discursive construction that is 

Muslim culture. Race becomes a way of marking Arab bodies as potential sites of danger to the 

nation. However, it is only after these bodies are read through Muslim culture with its multiple 

entailments of homophobia and violence that they become legible as a threat to the Israeli or 

Dutch nation. If these same bodies are instead read through the lens of an acceptable 

multicultural subject, they may instead be assimilated to the national body as token markers of 

the inclusivity and desirability of being Dutch or Jewish. 

 What does this confluence of race, nationality, sexuality, religion, and culture say about 

the operation of homonationalism? What does it mean that once each strand is separated from 

this bundle it loses its meaning and clarity? It seems that the fact that race is so resistant to being 

read in isolation of other axes of difference itself speaks to the disciplinary project of 

homonationalism. Invested in the construction of a modern and tolerant “us” against a backward 
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and dangerous “them,” homonationalism seeks to consolidate difference into transparent 

categories of subjects that justify state projects of violence and aggression. It is not simply that 

race cannot be read outside of the veil of culture generally; it is that a specific race (Arab) cannot 

be legible without reference to the particular structure that is Muslim culture.  

Razack’s description of “race thinking” may also add conceptual clarity to both 

embeddedness of race, religion, nationality and sexuality within the package of culture and the 

slippages between these categories. Citing the work of Irene Silverblatt and Hannah Arendt, 

Razack describes race thinking as “a structure of thought that divides up the world between the 

deserving and the undeserving according to descent” (Razack 2008, 8). Descent refers not only 

to physical markers like race, but also to politically defined characteristics like nationality. In this 

way, seemingly “innocent” categories like color or nationality become virulent markers of 

difference that are inherited (Razack 2008). This sort of race thinking is clear, for instance, in the 

Netherlands’ targeting of second-generation “immigrants” for LGBT outreach despite the fact 

that these individuals have spent their entire lives in the country. Nationality becomes a mode of 

differentiating populations through descent rather than through their connection to a foreign 

nation. As a category in homonationalist discourses, “Muslim” also becomes a mode of race 

thinking where a religious affiliation takes on the connotation of other markers. Muslims come to 

be racialized as Arab and understood as having strong connections to countries in the Middle 

East. This operation ultimately serves to open seemingly independent categories to the 

possibility of racial markings that delineate populations that must be cast out from populations 

that must be protected. 

The fact that Dutch and Israeli homonationalist documents move fluidly between axes of 

difference that are theoretically separate in describing the same populations demonstrates the 
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construction and reification of the racialized Muslim subject with its multiple entailments of 

backwardness. Homonational discourses do not simply confuse religion with race or culture with 

nationality; they actively work to foreclose the possibility of subjectivities or identifications 

outside of its static mandates. This project then reveals two operations of homonationalism in 

regards to race. First, Arab race is “packaged” along with Muslim religion, Middle Eastern 

nationality and heterosexuality into a coherent “Muslim culture.” This construction of Muslim 

culture disciplines subjects such that deviating from any of its mandates of identity renders a 

subject illegible. Second, markers of difference that do not seem inheritable (for instance 

religious identity) become racialized as a form of marking bodies worthy of state protection and 

bodies that must be expelled. In this way, the racialization and consolidation of multiple axes of 

difference are key techniques of homonationalism. 

 

Israel, the Netherlands, and Homonationalism  

 It seems that the question that remains concerns the implication of this project for future 

research on homonationalism. First, this project demonstrates the importance of situating 

analyses of homonational policies within the specific context in which they occur. The historical, 

political and social differences between Israel and the Netherlands drastically affect their 

deployments of homonationalism. While the Netherlands’ version of homonationalism deploys 

transparent and abundant information on LGBT life and integration policies, Israel relies on 

calculated and shallow interventions into queerness and culture. Both of these dynamics are 

important deployments of homonationalism that would be overlooked if each country were 

considered “the model” of all homonationalism. In comparing the dynamics of Israeli 

pinkwashing and Dutch homonationalism, a clearer picture emerges of the phenomenon of 
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homonationalism as a tool that is implicated in multiple state projects and in multiple modes of 

power. Homonationalism is not simply a tool of biopolitical management meant to contain 

immigrant populations and quarantine them from the rest of the national body, as it is in the 

Netherlands. In Israel, it is also a mode of necropower that understands Palestinian populations 

as already marked for death. Further, in both countries it is also a mode of disciplinary power 

meant to inculcate homonormative queerness. There is no single description of how power 

operates in homonationalism. Homonationalism’s deployment depends on the contextual 

specificity of the nation it serves. 

In this way, future research on homonationalism should not be limited to solely exploring 

flagship sites, like Israeli pinkwashing, nor should it attempt to divorce homonational policies 

from their context and purpose. While pinkwashing does present an abundance of homonational 

discourses, other sites also have much to say about the modalities of homonationalism. Rather 

than deploying a static vision of homonationalism as somehow synonymous to Israeli 

pinkwashing, future research should view homonationalism as “an analytic to apprehend state 

formation and a structure of modernity” (Puar 2013, 2). Homonationalism is then a conceptual 

tool that is tied to global structures of power, but that manifests itself in the specific contextual 

policies of the nation. 

 Perhaps most importantly, this project demonstrates the importance of considering the 

deployment of multiple axes of difference in homonationalist projects, not just sexuality. While 

the construction of sexual exceptionalism is key, the consolidation of exceptional queer national 

subjects can never fully describe the overall operations of homonationalism. Displays of 

exceptional queer acceptance are only meaningful when these marketing techniques are 

understood within a larger political frame of state projects of representational and physical 
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violence. What is at stake in the folding of homonormative subjects into the nation is not just the 

construction of normative and deviant sexualities; it is the construction of a mode of seeing the 

world through monolithic and oppositional cultures that differentiate bodies that matter from 

populations that must die. Sexuality is merely one piece of this operation that appears prominent 

only because of its explicit ties to conceptions of freedom and individualism that are part of 

Western modernity.  

 Ultimately, understanding sexuality as only one piece of homonationalism demands that 

future research stay attuned to the relational nature of identity and axes of difference. As a field 

that has increasingly embraced intersectional understandings of identity, the academic discipline 

of Gender Studies has much to gain from embracing a vision of homonationalism that reaches 

beyond questions of sexuality. While intersectionality is the typical lens for making sense of 

multiple strands of identity, Puar’s conception of the assemblage may also hold analytical utility 

for studies of homonationalism. If the assemblage does in fact embrace the instability and 

movement of subjectivity, then it is possible that it may also reveal homonationalism’s subtle 

and insidious constructions of static identity categories. It is then only through studying 

homonationalism’s discursive productions of identity that one can produce the analytical tools to 

challenge it. 
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