THIRD SPACE

Thinking Life, Death, and Solidarity
through Colonized Palestine

An Interview with Jasbir K. Puar
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KATHRYN MEDIEN

Medien and Puar conducted this interview in person in March 2016 and over e-mail
between 2016 and 2017.
— Editors

Kathryn Medien: You recently published a tenth-anniversary edition of Terrorist
Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times (Puar 2007, 2017b). What were
your aims and motivations for writing that book? What has changed over the past
ten years? Can you tell us a bit about the tenth-anniversary edition?

Jasbir K. Puar: I wrote Terrorist Assemblages informed by the intensive political
organizing in which I participated in New York City after 9/11. The book foregrounded
arelationship between modernity and queerness that had been generally refuted and
rejected the idea of queerness as somehow always an illegitimate excess to national-
ism. I fully grasped the schisms between the national queer subject and the perversely
queer other, given all the artifacts and discussions that emerged after 9/11, heightened
and intensified in the manner that assemblages work. The book was bred of political
urgency. No one writes abook titled Terrorist Assemblages to get tenure. As time went
on, I realized how marked I am by this book. It is not a great book with which to travel
or get on a plane. The title not only follows me but continues to amass a threaten-
ing force. The premise of the book seems to become more controversial rather than
obvious as our world becomes more charged and reactive around these issues.
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My arguments in Terrorist Assemblages also emerged from my work in the
1990s, when many queer theorists explicitly framed queerness as intrinsically chal-
lenging nationalism and queer as an outlaw to the nation. Moreover, much of trans-
national feminist theory theorized the nation-state as inherently heteronormative.
This never made sense to me: the queer-outlaw narrative was very celebratory even
as it was normative in terms of class, race, gender — it was a nonintersectional queer
outlaw. Through M. Jacqui Alexander’s (1994) work, I started to understand the
heteronormativity of the state as always accompanied by a homonormativity that
figured the imagined outlaw. There has historically been a perverse modernity
accorded to the imagined homosexual outlaw.

My PhD dissertation focused on Afro- and Indo-Trinidadians in LGBTQ
organizing in 1990s Trinidad. The East Indian and African populations each claim
to be greater in size while they are roughly equal, around 40 to 42 percent of the
population, contributing to debates about authentic belonging in Trinidad. While I
did not realize it then, I was already looking at a kind of homonationalism organized
around an African modernity with claims to the nation-state in ways that margin-
alized Indo-Trinidadians. Within a biopolitical schema, Indo-Trinidadians were
projected as backward and perverse, heterosexually repressed and not modern
enough to be legibly homosexual. When Alexander writes about the homosexual as
outlaw in Trinidad, only African bodies are modern enough to be potentially queer,
the outlaw homosexual. In my dissertation, and later in Terrorist Assemblages, 1
argue that discourses of perverse homosexuality were always racially and class
stratified, reflecting who was already anchored in particular ways to being able to
claim the nation.

The postscript to the tenth-anniversary edition discusses what has changed
in the ten years since I published the book. Tavia Nyong'o gestures to similar devel-
opments in his foreword. First, I suggest that homonationalism waxes and wanes;
it is elastic. The mandate to produce and sanction Islamophobia in exchange for
tenuous protection from homophobia is now an easily recognizable ploy. Second,
the connections and forms of solidarity resisting antiblack racism and anti-Muslim
racism are more robust, as are links to US settler colonialism. Third, the relation-
ships between queerness and secularism — or, queerness as secularism — have been
more fully deconstructed. After 9/11 queer Muslims were often characterized as
exotic species. I think there is a somewhat greater appreciation for religious queers
of any faith.

KM: In Terrorist Assemblages you develop the analytic of homonationalism to
elaborate on what you describe as “a historical shift marked by the entrance of
(some) homosezxual bodies as worthy of protection”into the apparatus of the nation-
state (Puar 2013a, 337). While the book focuses on US empire, the concept of
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homonationalism has traveled virally, as you chart in your article “Homo-
nationalism as Assemblage” (Puar 2013c¢). One of the most notable deployments of
this analytic has been within pinkwashing debates that foreground the Israeli
state’s promotion of itself as an advocate of “gay rights” to legitimate its coloni-
zation of Palestine. How have you engaged with homonationalism’s Palestinian
travels? How has this idea shaped your research?

JKP: Terrorist Assemblages includes a short section that addresses the conditional
queer solidarities offered around Palestine, which usually revolve around a narrative
of “we support you in your statehood, but you need to get your act together around
gender and sexuality.” This informed my thinking about Islamophobia, the Isla-
mophobic queer, and progressive queer organizing structured around Islamophobic
principles well before 9/11, for example, in Britain and northern Europe, which have
very different and in some ways earlier and more entrenched histories of Islamo-
phobia than the United States.

I think of the United States and Israel as collaborators in naturalizing settler-
colonial ideology and settlement practices insofar as they are both states with the
most to gain from homonationalist projections of sexual tolerance and sexual free-
dom. Both can deploy homonationalism on multiple scales: internally, in relation to
territories they occupy, and at the level of global cosmopolitanism. Homosexuality
becomes a marker of the sovereign capacity of a state and a foil, even justification,
for settler colonialism and the violence of empire.

At least since the 1990s, multiple states, societies, cities, and even businesses
actively deploy pinkwashing as a strategy that produces them as gay-friendly. Pink-
washing is pivotal to the global gay and lesbian tourism industry, which has pro-
lifically produced a distinction between gay-friendly and not gay-friendly locations
for several decades. For Palestinians, the recruitment and instrumentalization of
LGBTQ tourists into the Brand Israel ideology is the least of it. Palestinian queer
activists forcefully taught me the devastating effects of Israeli pinkwashing on
Palestinians. They understand pinkwashing as a form of internal colonialization, an
introjection and reification of the discourse of “Palestinian homophobia” into the
psyches and souls of Palestinians, thus suturing the occupation to yet another vector
of inferiority. It is a damning and insidiously powerful strategy. Often the focus of
queer solidarity with Palestinians and criticism of the Israeli state’s instrumenta-
tion of LGBTQ identities is structured around “not in my name” antiwar and anti-
occupation protests by Jewish queers and queers globally, rather than around the
effects of pinkwashing on the colonized.

KM: In your work on the war on terror, you take the homosexual body as a site
through which to examine the “progressive” politics of sexuality. But alongside
pinkwashing, the Israeli state regulates sexuality in other ways, through Jewish



pronatalist policies, regulating miscegenation between Palestinians and Jewish
Israelis, and sterilizing black Jewish women against their will or knowledge. Does
an examination of the sexual politics of the Israeli state warrant a different kind
of analytic? To what extent do you think the homonationalist analytic developed
in Terrorist Assemblages travels across the terrains of Zionist occupation and
colonization?

JKP: In my recent monograph, The Right to Maim: Debility, Capacity, Disability
(Puar 2017a), I conjoin pinkwashing, which essentially centralizes a binary that pits
the putative sexual freedom of the Israelis against the purported sexual repression of
Palestinians, with the biopolitical regulation of sexuality that cuts across homo-
hetero divides. In June 2017 Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu once again
denied requests that women and men have equal access and space at the Western
Wall in the Old City of Jerusalem. Thus the so-called gay haven of Tel Aviv—if you
are not Arab — easily coexists with strict gender segregation among some Jewish
communities in Jerusalem and multiple Israeli settlements in the occupied West
Bank. Israel is also preoccupied with regulating heterosexual reproduction, children
and child rearing in gay partnerships, and women’s sexuality, gay and straight. These
coexisting realities challenge the LGBTQ acceptance versus homophobia binary
and show how the discourse of LGBTQ rights and freedoms obscures much more
than the occupation.

KM: On a related note, I would like to ask you about the theoretical and philosophi-
cal projects that inform your work. In Terrorist Assemblages and your article “T
Would Rather Be a Cyborg than a Goddess’ (Puar 2012), you argue that feminist
intersectionality approaches must be supplemented by assemblage thinking. What
exactly is assemblage, and how does it differ from the coconstitutive nexus of race,
class, gender, sexuality, and nation named by “intersectionality”?

JKP: My concerns with intersectionality were twofold. The first is how gender studies
is becoming a disciplinary site through its attachment to a specific method and
object. For interdisciplinary scholars, the relation between discipline, method, and
object is something that we always have to unsettle. I am resistant to the consoli-
dation of any specific method to an object within interdisciplinary work. Second, I
have always used intersectional approaches in my research. However, I noticed that
the citational reliance on “intersectionality”— a gestural intersectionality — did not
always disrupt the epistemological formations in the work of white feminists who
continue to theorize gender as the foundational difference. It is somewhat like
saying “We need diversity” and then relying on the performativity of this state-
ment to be a force of diversification unto itself. I was also frustrated with how the
deployment of intersectionality in the academy leaves women of color primarily
responsible for the deployment and acceptance of intersectional theorizing. In
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academe, anyway, our numbers haven’t changed and the bodies haven’t changed —
or have not changed enough.

The debates of the past ten years in black feminist theory have produced
multiple, inspiring, and rigorous analyses of the uses of intersectionality. I love, for
example, how Jennifer C. Nash (2014) and Angela Davis (2016) write about inter-
sectionality. While neither writes about intersectionality per se, Kara Keeling (2012)
and Sylvia Wynter (2003) make important cases for theorizing the manner in
which race, sex, and gender intersect as historically specific, which I take to mean
that intersectionality is not an ontological absolute or self-evident experience of
being but is rather a historically and situationally site-specific heuristic. I am also
reminded of Rey Chow’s (2002) incisive summation that race and sex are forms of
categorical miscegenation in themselves. Her phrasing makes me think of a Mébius
strip where the inside and outside are one. What is called forth as the outside con-
tinuously rotates with what is called forth as the inside. Race, sex, and gender are
ever-moving in this sense.

There is nothing transcendent about the concept of assemblage, and it has
its own limitations. I started working with affect and thinking about nonhuman
entities and objects. Assemblage prioritizes movement over location, a distinct dif-
ference from intersectionality. The concept is helpful because societies of control
function more through affective modulations and the micromanagement of popu-
lations than through identitarian formations. There are many reasons to consider
multiple creative combinations of methods and approaches. I was never championing
Gilles Deleuze’s work — and believe me, orthodox Deleuzians are not interested in
how I use his work. I have always advocated repurposing canonical work for what
we want to do with it, whether to interrupt, disrupt, or antagonize existing insti-
tutional power dynamics. It is also important that we continually reevaluate the
analytic rubrics we mobilize in our work.

KM: In your article “The Right to Maim” (Puar 2015), you write about the biopo-
litics of settler colonialism. Heeding recent important works by Mel Y. Chen (2012)
and Alexander G. Weheliye (2014,), you push the boundaries of Foucault’s biopoli-
tical formulation. You propose that the “right to maim” challenges the “folds” and
‘cuts” of current biopolitical theorizations of race. Can you tell us a little more about
your expansion of the biopolitical?

JKP: Debilitation and maiming for me are routes toward a more robust critical
lexicon for discussing life, death, and disability. In The Right to Maim I offer two
main interventions in relation to biopolitics. First, I suggest that the pendulum of
living and dying that most theorizations of biopolitics hinge on cannot account for
debilitation as a distinct coordinate that is neither a diminished life nor an injury en
route to death, but rather a chronic state of being and thus a tactical aim of bio-



political control. I think Israel enacts a “will not let die” vector that is distinct from
the “let die” quadrant of slow death. During Israel’s 2014 Operation Protective Edge
against the Palestinians of Gaza, I was struck by the productivity of a remote-control
system that allowed the state to manage and damage the colonized population
from afar. This offers an interesting contrast to the West Bank, where there is more
intimacy and proximity of bodies in space in the colonial relationship. Massive profit
is generated by making sure Gazans remain alive but not in a vibrant or resistant
way. During Operation Protective Edge, many may have wondered what Israel gets
from maintaining Gaza’s population when they could just as easily go in and bomb
the entire place. Debilitating and injuring, perhaps more so than killing, seem to
be important to the Israelis, debilitating the water and electricity infrastructures,
maiming bodies with certain weapons. This debilitation is justified through claims
of the humanitarian “sparing” of life, of shooting to maim rather than to kill, a policy
narrated in life-preservationist terms. And yet the injured have few resources to heal
and recover.

The second intervention follows from this question and is directed beyond the
specific site of Palestine to the theorization of settler colonialism broadly: what are
the aims of settler colonialism? Yes, genocide and assimilation have been key, but I
believe that chronic debilitation is also necessary — for generating profit, justifying
humanitarian intervention and thus preserving the “civilized” alibi of the project,
and deriving ideological heft from a population that can be said to exist but some-
how cannot thrive.

The idea of slow death focuses on the relation to death but does not adequately
theorize the slow aspect of slow death. Temporalities of slowness are manifest to
Palestinians in the West Bank, where it can easily take three hours to travel ten kilo-
meters. Israel systematically slows down the movement of Palestinians, their com-
merce, and their products with checkpoints, roadblocks, the separation wall, and
segregated roads and highways. Palestine itself becomes simultaneously bigger and
smaller in a spatial and temporal sense because it takes so long to get anywhere even
as Israel appropriates more Palestinian land, making it unavailable for them to use
ortravel through. People stay very close to their necessary paths in this smaller world
of Areas A, B, and C, where it is so difficult to travel between areas without limited
permits and identifications. Some Palestinian disability activists understand this
as the production of mobility impairment across populations, across a disabled-
nondisabled binary, a form of collective punishment for all Palestinians. This is the
slow aspect of slow death: slow death can entail a really slow life too. The occupation
works in part by withholding from Palestinians any control over temporality: by
foreclosing or suspending access to speed, the immediacy of forms of contact, and
the space-time compression so coveted in modernity and crucial to the circulation of
goods, ideas, and bodies.
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KM: Despite your focus on Palestinian death, your work remains committed to
Foucault’s positive, productive, and life-affirming conception of the biopolitical.
In “The Right to Maim” (Puar 2015, 6), you ask, “What are the productive, resistant,
indeed creative, effects of such attempts to squash Palestinian vitality, fortitude,
and revolt?” How does one conceptualize resistance in a context of what Nadera
Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2014, calls the Palestine “death zone”? Does living itself become
a technology of anticolonial resistance?

JKP: I developed an even greater appreciation for the phrase “Existence is resis-
tance” after my 2016 trip to Palestine. This is the absolute reality for Palestinians.
Everyday life in Jerusalem, the West Bank, and Gaza is saturated with endless acts
of resistance, including refuting, navigating, and contesting the occupation. Most
Palestinians refuse to cave in to its logics and are committed instead to practicing
forms of living as critique. That in itself requires an astonishing amount of labor.
Imagine having to organize your day around getting up at three in the morning while
not knowing if you will get through the checkpoint and arrive to work on time,
spending hours to get home, and then starting the whole thing over again the fol-
lowing day. This fortitude is a model of dignity and determination even as we should
not romanticize it. As I explain in The Right to Maim, the state of Israel has cal-
culated the monetization of existence as resistance. The inevitable normalization of
quotidian struggles —because people have to live their lives —demands directing
copious amounts of corporeal and other resources toward this abusive relationship.
Palestinians live in the temporal instability of the indefinite. The suspended state
of the indefinite wreaks multigenerational psychological and physical havoc on
Palestinians.

KM: You have been an advocate of the campaign for academic and cultural boycott,
divestment, and sanctions (BDS) against Israel for a number of years. This has put
you at the center of controversy. I won't be asking you about this controversy during
this interview because I think your published riposte in Jadaliyya was a brilliant
response to your critics (Puar 2016). I would instead like to ask you about the tense
and contested status of BDS in the US academy. Following the American Studies
Associations (ASA) December 2013 resolution on BDS, you noted a US intellectual
absence of solidarity with Palestine in contrast, for instance, to activism against
the Iraq war or in solidarity with the Occupy Movement. Could you talk us through
the US BDS landscape? Has intellectual support for BDS changed since the ASA
resolution?

JKP: We are reaching an important threshold with BDS campaigns in major aca-
demic organizations. From the vantage of the Right to Education movement in
Palestine, every effort to pass a BDS resolution is a victory, whether or not it is
successful, because it compels discussion. We have seen these battles blow open



public debate and challenge the status quo that continuously recycles the Palestine
situation as the third rail of academe. There is a slight shift in the politics of “radical
feminist except for Palestine” or “leftist except for Palestine”—a problem Edward
Said pointed out for decades. The ongoing Modern Language Association (MLA)
BDS campaign is telling in what it has taught us about the mutual reinforcement of
disciplinary and ideological conservatism. I do not feel that it is a coincidence that
the first BDS resolution passed in an interdisciplinary organization, the Association
for Asian American Studies (April 2013) — which was before ASA, let us not forget.
The National Women’s Studies Association passed the full three-point BDS plat-
form in 2015. These organizations represent fields indebted to social justice
movements, fields that prioritize the imperative of decolonizing knowledge pro-
duction. By stating that the association needs to get back to the task of studying
literature, the MLA assumes the privileged stance of ignoring relations between
global politics and knowledge production. It is a bizarre but not surprising position
for those of us engaged in interdisciplinary scholarship.

Notably, undergraduate and graduate students, including Jewish American
students working in organizations such as Jewish Voices for Peace and Students for
Justice in Palestine, are leading much of the incredible BDS activism; some are
turning to divestment campaigns. The terrain, composition, and multiracial nature
of BDS organizing is evolving and includes the Black Lives Matter connection, the
“Ferguson 2 Palestine” forums, and recent solidarity statements from black intel-
lectuals. This is becoming an anti-imperialist movement in its fullest sense. Even in
this politically repressive climate, perhaps because of it, while some people are
playing it safer than ever around the question of Palestine, others are fighting harder
than ever. That is very exciting.

KM: You have importantly suggested that academic freedom is a fantasy, one that
masks a lot of violence (Puar 2013b). This suggestion is particularly pertinent given
that Israeli academics and institutions develop or codevelop with US and European
scientists and institutions many of the technologies used to maim and restrict
Palestinians, for example, remote-controlled bulldozers, drones, rocket and missile
defensive systems, and tunnel-detection systems. Do you think the academic-free-
dom argument masks the Israeli academy’s deep entanglement in colonialism and
occupation?

JKP: You are absolutely correct that the academic-freedom debate deflects and shuts
down discussion of the details and mechanisms of the Israeli occupation. Aside from
complicities with the war machine, the Israeli academy has only a handful of
Palestinian scholars, if that, working in each institution, although Palestinians make
up 20 percent of the population in 1967-bordered Israel. That fact alone should give
us pause.
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Beyond the challenges of claiming a space for Palestinian solidarity in the
United States are the difficulties of elaborating on the material networks that, for
example, connect the Israeli security firm Elbit to the Mexican-US border in Ari-
zona, where it is building infrastructure. Similarly, there are close relations between
the Israeli Defence Forces and US law enforcement and security agencies. The
Zionist tactic of launching smear campaigns, therefore inciting the defense of aca-
demic freedom, effectively deflects from these material and ideological alliances.
I think that is the strategy at this point, because what would they discuss if they
allowed a debate on the merits of Israeli colonization? They have nothing, no alibi,
because the broader public conversation has shifted from “Is Israel culpable?” to
“How should the global community intervene in a clearly unacceptable situation?”
Five years ago Zionists would attend my lectures to argue with me. Now they begin
smear campaigns well before I arrive at a campus and do everything they can to
shut down the forum, because they want to repress the circulation of knowledge and
have no grounds on which to argue.

The last four or five years have seen more spaces and support for discussing
Palestine as well as more deliberate targeting of people who are active in BDS and
insist on opening these discussions. Most disturbing are the violent reactions of
Zionists to descriptions of Palestinian suffering. It is as if advocating for the value of
Palestinian lives is anti-Semitic unto itself. The more one ascribes value to Pales-
tinian lives, the more vociferous the accusations of anti-Semitism. I think persis-
tently foregrounding the intensely tragic toll of the occupation is key, not to portray
Palestinians as victims or to claim their humanity but rather to expose the inhu-
manity of their oppressors.

JASBIR K. PUAR is professor of women’s and gender studies at Rutgers University. Her
second book, The Right to Maim: Debility, Capacity, Disability, appeared in October
2017. Contact: jpuar@rutgers.edu.

KATHRYN MEDIEN is a PhD student at the University of Warwick and was a visiting
research fellow in the Gender, Sexuality, and Feminist Studies Program at Duke
University. Her thesis traces the deployment of sexuality as a biopolitical technology of

colonial occupation in occupied Palestine. Contact: k.medien @warwick.ac.uk.
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