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Abstract

This article examines how religion functions as a racialised mechanism of power in the Israeli set-
tler-colonial state. It shows that Islam, identified with Palestinians, has been transformed from faith 
into a racialised sign of threat, a category in which religious identity is treated as an immutable bi-
ological-cultural trait that justifies suspicion, control, and violence. Drawing on a qualitative, inter-
disciplinary approach grounded in critical theory and settler-colonial studies, it employs discourse 
analysis of legal, media, and socio-political practices to reveal how religious identity becomes 
a tool of governance structured by race and religion.
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Introduction

This article examines how religion and race intersect in modern state governance 
through the racialisation of religion, a structural process that ascribes racial meaning 
to faith, marking it as fixed, hereditary, or threatening. It asks how states turn religion 
into a racialised tool of governance and how this legitimises exclusion and control. 
This racialisation is not social prejudice but a mechanism of rule, embedded in in-
stitutional, embodied, and relational practices. Within global dynamics of securitisa-
tion, nationalism, and ethnoreligious polarisation, religion becomes a key site where 
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difference is produced and managed. By tracing the entanglement of race, religion, 
and sovereignty, the study contributes to debates on racial formation and state power, 
showing how belief becomes a marker of threat and belonging.

The analysis is grounded in a focused case study: the Israeli state’s racialisation of 
Palestinian Muslims. While Palestinian Christians are also subjected to exclusionary 
practices, the article centres Muslim Palestinians due to the intensified securitisation 
and symbolic targeting of Islam within Israel’s religious-nationalist framework. This 
case reveals how religious markers become racialised signifiers of threat, legitimising 
surveillance, legal stratification, and state violence. These processes are inseparable from 
Israel’s settler-colonial foundations and ongoing security discourses, illustrating how 
religion has been transformed into a mechanism of exclusion and racial governance.1

Israel constitutes a settler-colonial state in which the fusion of religion, race, and 
security is foundational to its political order. Settler colonialism, as Wolfe2 and Ve-
racini3 note, is not an episode of conquest but a persistent structure aimed at the elim-
ination of the native (both physical and symbolical) and the consolidation of settler 
sovereignty. In Israel’s case, this logic extends from Zionist colonisation under British 
rule through the establishment of the state in 1948 and into the present-day occupation 
and control of Palestinian territories.4

The Israeli state does not merely exclude Palestinians; it constructs their existence, 
especially that of Palestinian Muslims, as a threat to both national Jewish identity 
and state security. This securitised perception racialises Islam, casting it as inherently 
dangerous and incompatible with Jewish-Israeli sovereignty. The process is ampli-
fied by Israel’s global role as a security and surveillance innovator, where what Shal-
houb-Kevorkian5 and Moses6 term a “security theology” legitimises violence, legal 
stratification, and social exclusion.

In this context, Israel serves as a paradigmatic case for understanding how ra-
cialisation of religion operates within modern securitised governance. Its reliance on 
ethno-national narratives and territorial control exposes how racialisation of religion 
is not only discursive but deeply structural and practical. Examining this case allows 
observation of the racialisation of religion in its most visible and institutionalised form, 
revealing how religious identity is used to justify state power, manage dissent, and 
perpetuate exclusion within a globalised model of security and order.

Although the article focuses on Palestinian Muslims, the reflexive effects of 
this process on Jewish identity should be addressed. By constructing Judaism as 

1  N. Meer, Racialization and Religion: Race, Culture and Difference in the Study of Antisemitism and 
Islamophobia, London 2013; C. Considine, The Racialization of Islam in the United States: Islamophobia, 
Hate Crimes, and “Flying while Brown,” “Religions” 2017, vol. 8, no. 9, p. 165.

2  P. Wolfe, Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native, “Journal of Genocide Research” 
2006, vol. 8, no. 4, pp. 387–409.

3  L. Veracini, Settler Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview, London 2010.
4  A. Sabbagh-Khoury, Tracing Settler Colonialism: A Genealogy of a Paradigm in the Sociology of 

Knowledge Production in Israel, “Politics & Society” 2022, vol. 50, no. 1, pp. 44–83.
5  N. Shalhoub-Kevorkian, Security Theology, Surveillance and the Politics of Fear, Cambridge 2015.
6  A.D. Moses, The Problems of Genocide: Permanent Security and the Language of Transgression, 

Cambridge 2021.
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a racial-national essence tied to territory and security, the Israeli state racialises Jew-
ishness itself, transforming it into a securitised identity rather than a diverse, diasporic 
tradition. This internal racialisation marginalises Jews who do not conform to domi-
nant ethno-national narratives, including Ethiopian and Mizrahi Jews, whose experi-
ences further illustrate how racial governance fragments even the dominant religious 
group.7 These dynamics underscore how the racialisation of Islam has simultaneously 
restructured and disciplined Jewishness in service of the state.

Methodologically, the article employs a qualitative and interdisciplinary approach 
grounded in critical theory and settler-colonial studies. Drawing on secondary liter-
ature, legal texts, and state-produced narratives and practices, it applies discourse 
analysis to examine how state policies, public rhetoric, and institutional practices 
construct Palestinian Muslims as racialised religious “Others.” Israel is not treated as 
exceptional case but as paradigmatic, illustrating how broader global logics of settler 
colonialism and security governance operate through religious and racial categorisa-
tion. This methodological orientation enables a structural reading of exclusion, mov-
ing beyond individual bias to interrogate the institutional, embodied, and relational 
dimensions of state power.

Religion, Race, and the Racialised State

To understand how religious identities are racialised within state frameworks, it is nec-
essary to clarify the core concepts of religion, race, and racialisation. These categories, 
while often treated as self-evident, are historically contingent, politically charged, and 
mutually constitutive. Their interrelation lies at the heart of how modern states define 
belonging, govern difference, and legitimise exclusion. Racialisation, as used in this 
article, refers to the historical and social process through which groups or practic-
es become ascribed with racial meaning. Rather than a fixed biological fact, race is 
produced through discursive, institutional, and material practices that mark certain 
bodies, beliefs, or behaviours as inherently different, inferior, or threatening.8 Racial-
isation thus operates as a technology of power: it defines who belongs, who may be 
governed, and under what terms. Within this framework, religion itself can become 
racialised when faith, practice, or affiliation are treated as indicators of immutable 
essence, transforming spiritual difference into a form of social and political hierarchy.

Religion has been conceptualised in multiple ways across disciplines. A classic 
anthropological formulation is Clifford Geertz’s definition of religion as a “system of 
symbols” that establishes “powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations” 
by constructing conceptions of an ordered world and endowing them with an aura of 

7  J. Massad, Zionism’s Internal Others: Israel and the Oriental Jews, “Journal of Palestine Studies” 
1996, vol. 25, no. 4, pp. 53–68; E. Shohat, The Invention of the Mizrahim, “Journal of Palestine Stud-
ies” 1999, vol. 29, no. 1, pp. 5–20; N.A. El-Haj, The Genealogical Science: The Search for Jewish Origins 
and the Politics of Epistemology, Chicago–London 2012.

8  R. Miles, Racism After ‘Race Relations’, London 1993; D.T. Goldberg, The Racial State, Malden–
Oxford 2002.
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factuality.9 While influential, this definition is limited by its abstraction from power re-
lations and its Christian-centric assumptions. As Talal Asad argues, Geertz’s symbolic 
approach decontextualises religion from its social and political formations. Religion, 
for Asad, must instead be understood as a discursive and embodied practice, one insep-
arable from institutions, authority, and material life. His notion of Islam as a discursive 
tradition underscores how Muslims are inducted into historically situated practices that 
link the Qur’an, Hadith, and ethical conduct across time. Religion here is neither a pri-
vate belief nor static doctrine, but a mode of embodied learning and ethical formation.10

Robert Orsi’s notion of lived religion complements Talal Asad’s framework by em-
phasising relationality, affect, and the everyday negotiations through which individuals 
and communities sustain relationships with the sacred. For Orsi, religion, nationalism, 
and capitalism are not discrete domains but interwoven dimensions of modern social 
life, an understanding that treats religion as something people do in their everyday 
relationships and material worlds, rather than as a separate or purely symbolic sphere. 
Rogers Brubaker’s methodological caution adds an important layer to this perspective: 
scholars must distinguish between categories of analysis and categories of practice. 
Labels such as “Muslim immigrant” or “religious minority” are not neutral descriptors 
but politically charged constructs that reflect and reproduce existing power hierarchies. 
Taken together, these insights call for an approach that treats religion not as a fixed 
attribute but as a dynamic social product, continually remade through discourse, em-
bodiment, and structures of governance.11

This intersection between religion and race has deep historical roots. From the Span-
ish Inquisition onward, distinctions between Christians, Jews, and Muslims were 
imagined as inheritable and corporeal. The doctrine of limpieza de sangre (“purity of 
blood”) rendered religious identity biological, embedding moral and spiritual differ-
ence in the body.12 As Mayra Rivera notes, this logic transformed conversion into an 
impossibility: once marked as other, one could never truly belong. Through colonial 
expansion, this racialised theology of difference was exported globally, shaping mod-
ern regimes of exclusion.13 Robert Miles reminds us that the racialisation of religion 
is not a recent phenomenon but a durable, adaptive mechanism of social ordering.14

9  C. Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays, New York 1973, p. 90.
10  T. Asad, Anthropological Conceptions of Religion: Reflections on Geertz, “Man” 1983, vol. 18, 

no. 2, pp. 237–259; T. Asad, Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity 
and Islam, Baltimore 1993, pp. 28–39; T. Asad, The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam, “Occasional Papers 
Series,” Center for Contemporary Arab Studies, Georgetown University 1986, p. 14; T. Asad, Thinking 
about Tradition, Religion, and Politics in Egypt Today, “Critical Inquiry” 2015, vol. 42, no. 1, pp. 166–167.

11  R. Orsi, Afterword, [in:] Ordinary Lives and Grand Schemes: An Anthropology of Everyday Reli-
gion, S. Schielke, L. Debevec (eds.), New York–Oxford 2012, pp. 146–161; R. Brubaker, Categories of 
Analysis and Categories of Practice: A Note on the Study of Muslims in European Countries of Immigra-
tion, “Ethnic and Racial Studies” 2013, vol. 36, no. 1, pp. 1–8.

12  H. Goldschmidt, Introduction: Race, Nation, and Religion, [in:] Race, Nation, and Religion 
in the Americas, H. Goldschmidt, E. McAlister (eds.), New York 2004, pp. 3–34.

13  M. Rivera, Theorizing Bodies in Religious Studies, “Contending Modernities,” University of Notre 
Dame, 30.06.2020, https://contendingmodernities.nd.edu/decoloniality/theorizing-bodies-religious-stud-
ies/ (access: 14.12.2023).

14  R. Miles, op. cit.
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David Theo Goldberg situates these dynamics within the structure of the modern 
state itself. Distinguishing between the racist state, which openly enforces hierarchy, 
and the racial state, which embeds it in bureaucratic neutrality, he argues that race is 
integral to the state’s formation. Modern governance depends on the continual pro-
duction of difference, defining who belongs and who threatens. Through law, classi-
fication, and security apparatuses, states translate cultural and religious distinctions 
into racial hierarchies that appear natural and apolitical, but at the same time they 
represent a potential threat to the state’s security that must be controlled, managed 
and if needed dealt with physically or institutionally. The convergence of racialisation, 
nationalism, and securitisation reveals how modern states produce order through ex-
clusion. As Goldberg emphasises, the racial state does not merely respond to danger, 
it constructs it. Groups are cast as inherently threatening or incompatible with national 
identity, legitimising surveillance, militarisation, and administrative control. Bureau-
cratic neutrality masks these hierarchies, presenting them as rational governance.15

Marc Schuilenburg extends this analysis into the sphere of security governance. In 
neoliberal contexts, power is diffused through networks of institutions, corporations, 
and citizens, transforming surveillance and risk management into collective practices. 
This “responsibilisation,” as he calls it, embeds state logic in everyday life: individuals 
participate in racialisation by identifying and managing perceived threats associated 
with cultural or religious identity. Religion has become a marker of risk, and faith-
based difference is translated into a problem of security.16

To grasp this fully, race must be reconceived not as biological essence but as a po-
litical technology, a mode of classification, control, and governance. Racialisation 
extends beyond skin colour to encompass religion, language, and behaviour: traits 
politicised as immutable and incompatible with the normative citizen. As Junaid 
Rana, Moffette, and Vadasaria17 note, contemporary Islamophobia exemplifies this 
logic, where Muslims are racialised through securitised discourses that render them 
perpetually suspect. This form of ethnoracism fuses cultural and religious markers 
into racial categories, embedding exclusion in the very fabric of liberal governance.18

Modern states are therefore racial not simply because they produce racist outcomes, 
but because racialisation is constitutive of their operation. The racialisation of religion 
is a central expression of this logic: it has transformed faith into a mode of governance, 
defines threat through sanctity, and renders exclusion sacred. Understanding religion 
as embodied, relational, and politically mediated allows us to see how modern sov-
ereignty itself is sacralised through the production of racialised religious difference.

15  D.T. Goldberg, The Racial State, op. cit.; D.T. Goldberg, Racist Culture: Philosophy and the Pol-
itics of Meaning, Oxford–Cambridge 1993.

16  M. Schuilenburg, G. Hall, The Securitization of Society: Crime, Risk, and Social Order, New York 
2015.

17  J. Rana, Terrifying Muslims: Race and Labor in the South Asian Diaspora, Durham–London 2011; 
D. Moffette, S. Vadasaria, Uninhibited Violence: Race and the Securitization of Immigration, “Critical 
Studies on Security” 2016, vol. 4, no. 3, pp. 291–305.

18  E.M. Aranda, G. Rebollo-Gil, Ethnoracism and the “Sandwiched” Minorities, “American Behav-
ioral Scientist” 2004, vol. 47, no. 7, pp. 910–927.
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Sacralised Sovereignty: Zionism, Settler Colonialism, and 
the Racialisation of Islam

To understand how and why the Israeli state racialises Palestinian identity, particularly 
along religious lines, it is essential to foreground its settler-colonial foundations. In 
Israel, settler colonialism is not a historical episode but a persistent structure and gov-
erning logic that shapes contemporary institutions, social hierarchies, and identities. 
This framework illuminates how religion, especially Islam as practiced by Palestinians, 
has become racialised and securitised within the Israeli state apparatus.

As Lorenzo Veracini19 and Patrick Wolfe argue, settler colonialism operates through 
a logic of elimination, framing the presence of the indigenous population as a demo-
graphic and political threat. This logic is continuous, reproduced through law, dis-
course, urban planning, education, and militarisation.20 Svirsky21 expands this notion 
into a “double elimination”, of Indigenous life and of shared life, suggesting that co-
existence itself becomes a site of both oppression and resistance. These perspectives 
emphasise that settler colonialism operates both as a global system and as a locally 
specific formation. As a global structure, it reproduces similar logics of domination, 
land appropriation, and racial elimination across diverse contexts,from USA, Cana-
da, Australia to Palestine , reflecting shared imperial grammars of sovereignty and 
race. Yet, in each setting, including Israel–Palestine, these logics take situated forms, 
shaped by histories, religions, and political narratives. Recognising this duality al-
lows for an analysis that connects Israel’s practices of racialised governance to wider 
transnational patterns of settler colonial power, while also attending to the specific 
historical, theological, and geopolitical specificities of the region.

This structure produces a binary between Jewish settlers and Indigenous Palestinians, 
enshrining Jewish privilege in law. The 2018 Basic Law: Israel as the Nation-State of 
the Jewish People asserts that only Jews have the right to national self-determination, 
erasing Palestinian political agency.22 It has been widely criticised for excluding Pales-
tinian citizens, approximately 20% of Israel’s population,from equal national status.23 

19  L. Veracini, Settler Colonialism, op. cit., London 2010; L. Veracini, The Settler Colonial Present, London 
2015; L. Veracini, The World Turned Inside Out: Settler Colonialism as a Political Idea, London–New York 
2021; L. Veracini, Settler Colonialism in the Middle East and North Africa: A Protracted History, „Middle 
East Report” 2022, no. 302, pp. 1–13; P. Wolfe, Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native…, op. cit.

20  M. Svirsky, The Reproduction of Settler Colonialism in Palestine, “Journal of Perpetrator Research” 
2021, vol. 4, no. 1, article 6; M. Svirsky, The Normal Life of Settlers, „Ethnicities” 2022, vol. 22, no. 5, 
pp. 721–738; M. Svirsky, The Israeli Elephant in the Settler-Colonial Room, “Postcolonial Studies” 2023, 
vol. 26, no. 4, pp. 508–524.

21  M. Svirsky, Resistance Is a Structure Not an Event, “Settler Colonial Studies” 2017, vol. 7, no. 1, 
pp. 19–39.

22  Israel’s Jewish Nation-State Law, Adalah – The Legal Center for Arab Minority Rights in Israel, 
20.12.2020, https://www.adalah.org/en/content/view/9569 (access: 14.12.2023); N. Ben-Yousef, S.S. Tam-
ari, Enshrining Discrimination: Israel’s Nation-State Law, “Journal of Palestine Studies” 2018, vol. 48, 
no. 1 (189), pp. 73–87.

23  A. Ghanem, I. Khatib, The Nationalisation of the Israeli Ethnocratic Regime and the Palestinian 
Minority’s Shrinking Citizenship, “Citizenship Studies” 2017, vol. 21, no. 8, pp. 889–902; Y.T. Jabareen, 
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Adalah24 documents more than sixty laws that discriminate against Palestinians. The 
Nation-State Law omits the principle of equality, downgrades Arabic to “special sta-
tus,” and legitimises Jewish-only communities. As Jamal and Kensicki25 note, it for-
malises a condition of “half-statelessness,” denying Palestinians both political agency 
and existential recognition.

Settler colonial domination in Israel also operates through everyday normalisation. 
Svirsky26 shows how ordinary institutions, schools, media, hospitals, and bureaucracies, 
embed Jewish privilege and Palestinian marginality. The Nakba is excluded from cur-
ricula; neighbourhoods are segregated (only in the occupied territories); rituals such 
as Jerusalem Day or the Dance of Flags publicly perform Jewish sovereignty while 
erasing Palestinian presence. Material inequalities reinforce these divides: Palestinian 
citizens face underfunded healthcare, higher infant mortality, and systematic educa-
tional marginalisation.27 These conditions reveal domination as a routine condition 
rather than an exceptional event.

The Zionist national project fuses nationalism, religion, and settler colonialism. Ear-
ly Zionist discourse linked spiritual regeneration with racial and territorial renewal.28 
As Sayegh29 observed, “Colonization would be the instrument of nation-building, not 
the by-product of an already fulfilled nationalism.” This fusion endures through poli-
cies of demographic engineering and territorial control justified as self-determination 
or security.30 Within this framework, Palestinians, especially Muslims, are racialised 
as existential threats to the “Jewish state.” State violence, both within Israel’s 1948 
borders and in the occupied territories, is consistently framed as defensive necessity, 
preserving Jewish identity and sovereignty.31

The racialisation of Palestinian Muslims conflates religious affiliation with politi-
cal subversion, representing Islam as a source of inherent danger and framing its vis-
ibility through securitised suspicion. Sahar Aziz32 shows how similar logic operates 

Constitution Building and Equality in Deeply Divided Societies: The Case of the Palestinian-Arab Mi-
nority in Israel, “Wisconsin International Law Journal” 2009, vol. 27, no. 4, pp. 817–866.

24  Discriminatory Laws in Israel, Adalah – The Legal Center for Arab Minority Rights in Israel, https://
www.adalah.org/en/law/index (access: 7.11.2024).

25  A. Jamal, A. Kensicki, Theorizing Half-Statelessness: A Case Study of the Nation-State Law in Is-
rael, “Citizenship Studies” 2020, vol. 24, no. 6, pp. 769–785.

26  M. Svirsky, The Reproduction of Settler Colonialism in Palestine…, op. cit.; M. Svirsky, The Nor-
mal Life of Settlers…, op. cit.

27  T. Baconi, Israel’s Apartheid: A Structure of Colonial Domination Since 1948, “Journal of Palestine 
Studies” 2022, vol. 51, no. 3, s. 44–49.

28  N.A. El-Haj, The Genealogical Science, op. cit.; D. Avraham, The “Racialization” of Jewish 
Self-Identity: The Response to Exclusion in Nazi Germany, 1933–1938, „Nationalism and Ethnic Politics” 
2013, vol. 19, no. 3, pp. 354–374.

29  F. Sayegh, Zionist Colonialism in Palestine, Beirut 1965, p. 2.
30  A. Sabbagh-Khoury, Tracing Settler Colonialism…, op. cit.
31  J. Nabulsi, Reclaiming Palestinian Indigenous Sovereignty, “Journal of Palestine Studies” 2023, 

vol. 52, no. 2, pp. 24–42; N. Gazit, E. Grassiani, Liquid Legitimacy: Lessons on Military Violence from 
the Israeli Occupation in the West Bank, “International Political Sociology” 2023, vol. 17, no. 1, pp. 1–18.

32  S.F. Aziz, The Racial Muslim: When Racism Quashes Religious Freedom, J.L. Esposito (foreword), 
Berkeley–Los Angeles 2021.
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in the United States, where Islam is construed as a political ideology incompatible 
with Western values, a framework mirrored in Israel’s treatment of Palestinian Mus-
lims. The resulting hierarchy positions Palestinian Muslims as inherently suspect and 
hyper-visible within Israel’s security apparatus. As Ronit Lentin observes, this logic 
racialises both Palestinian and Jewish lives but casts the Muslim body as the ultimate 
figure of threat. Israel’s former Deputy Minister of Defence, Ze’ev Boim, captured this 
view when he asked: “What is it about Islam as a whole and the Palestinians in par-
ticular? Is it some form of cultural deprivation? Is it some genetic defect? There is 
something that defies explanation in this continued murderousness.”33 This statement 
exposes how religious difference becomes biologised within state discourse, marking 
Palestinian Muslims as existential threats to Jewish sovereignty.

The association of Islam with terrorism has been reinforced by transnational dis-
courses of counterterrorism. As Kumar34 demonstrates, Israeli and U.S. policymakers 
collaboratively produced this narrative from the late 1970s onward. At the 1979 Je-
rusalem Conference on International Terrorism, organised by Benjamin Netanyahu’s 
Jonathan Institute, Palestinians were equated with Nazis and denied political legitimacy. 
Subsequent conferences and policy papers,such as A Clean Break, institutionalised 
the civilizational framing of Islam as inherently violent.35 These discourses recon-
figured Palestinian resistance as terrorism, enabling racialised securitisation across 
global and local scales.

Although this article focuses on Palestinian Muslims, Palestinian Christians also 
experience marginalisation within the same settler-colonial regime, albeit in more 
ambivalent ways. Their smaller numbers and perceived cultural proximity to the West 
allow Israel to present them as symbols of tolerance, even as they remain subject to 
dispossession and surveillance.36 By contrast, Palestinian Muslims are explicitly con-
structed as religious-racial others, their institutions and spaces targeted through legal 
and administrative mechanisms. The restriction of the adhan (Islamic call to prayer) 
in several towns in 2024 exemplifies how religious expression is framed as a distur-
bance to public (Jewish majority) order.37 Similarly, closures of Islamic charities, raids 
on mosques, and restricted access to the Al-Aqsa compound are justified under coun-
terterrorism and “governance.”38 These measures collectively erode the institutional 
life of Palestinian Islam while legitimising control over sacred and communal space.

33  Y. Ettinger, Ze’ev Boim’s “Arab Genetics” Slur Sparks Outrage, “Haaretz,” 25.02.2004, https://
www.haaretz.com/2004-02-25/ty-article/zeev-boims-arab-genetics-slur-sparks-outrage/0000017f-e27d-
df7c-a5ff-e27feb2a0000 (access:14.12.2023).

34  D. Kumar, Islamophobia and the Politics of Empire, 2nd ed., London–New York 2021.
35  Ibid., pp. 140–141.
36  S.J. Kuruvilla, Radical Christianity in Palestine and Israel: Liberation and Theology in the Middle 

East, London–New York 2012; P.J. Miano, Mainstream Christian Zionism, [in:] T.E. Phillips, P.J. Miano, 
J. Mitchell (eds.), Prophetic Voices on Middle East Peace: A Jewish, Christian, and Humanist Primer on 
Colonialism, Zionism, and Nationalism in the Middle East, vol. 1, Claremont 2016; C. Nelson, M.C. Gizzi 
(eds.), Peace and Faith: Christian Churches and the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, Boston 2021.

37  Ben-Gvir Bans Call for Prayer by Mosques for “Disturbing” Israelis, “The New Arab,” 1.12.2024, 
https://www.newarab.com/news/ben-gvir-bans-muslim-call-prayer-disturbing-israelis (access: 1.12.2024).

38  J. Cook, Behind the Ban on the Islamic Movement in Israel, “Middle East Report Online” 11.01.2016, 
https://merip.org/2016/01/behind-the-ban-on-the-islamic-movement-in-israel/ (access: 7.11.2024); 
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This religious-racial regime is rooted in Israel’s citizenship and surveillance in-
frastructure, which encodes ethno-religious identity into its bureaucratic core. As 
Ilan Pappé39 and Charles Mills40 suggest, Israel enforces a racial contract privileging 
Jewishness, defined in religious, cultural, and biological terms, while rendering Pal-
estinians permanent outsiders. Bureaucratic systems such as the Population Regis-
try, colour-coded ID cards, and security profiling institutionalise religious and racial 
boundaries.41 Citizenship laws deepen this divide: Jews receive automatic inclusion 
under the Law of Return, while non-Jews must demonstrate loyalty to the Jewish 
state.42 These mechanisms transform religious belonging into a legal and spatial in-
strument of governance.

The case of Ahed Tamimi crystallises how this logic operates through intersections 
of religion, gender, and embodiment. In December 2017, at the age of sixteen, Tamimi 
was filmed slapping an Israeli soldier outside her home in Nabi Saleh after her cous-
in had been shot in the face by the army, an act that led to her arrest and worldwide 
attention. Her light skin and unveiled hair disrupted stereotypes of the veiled Muslim 
woman, provoking accusations of inauthenticity and staged resistance. Media and 
political figures described her as deceitful or deserving of violence.43 Israeli commen-
tator Dr. Eithan Orkibi (from Tel Aviv University)44 accused her of “blonde-washing” 
Palestinian resistance, arguing that her appearance obscured its supposed Islamic-ter-
rorist essence. Such reactions reveal how settler colonialism polices racial-religious 
visibility: bodies that fail to conform to expected scripts threaten the coherence of 
the colonial order. Tamimi’s case illustrates how the Israeli state mobilises racialised 
religion and gender to discipline dissent and stabilise its authority.

These dynamics demonstrate that Israel’s governance relies on the racialisation 
of religion as a sovereign technology. By embedding Jewishness as the marker of 
belonging and framing Islam as an embodied threat, the state sacralises its political 
order. Through legal, spatial, and cultural mechanisms, Palestinian Muslims are ren-
dered religious-racial outsiders, enabling the ongoing consolidation of Jewish-Israeli 
sovereignty. The racialisation of Islam, therefore, is not an aberration but a structural 
condition of Israel’s settler-colonial statehood.
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Racialisation of Sacralised Material World

The racialisation of religion extends beyond human bodies to the material world. Modern 
states racialise both people and spaces through institutions, legal regimes, and spatial 
practices: buildings, streets, and archaeological sites become instruments of power that 
sustain hegemonic identities. As Chiara De Cesari45 argues, heritage preservation, par-
ticularly through UNESCO frameworks,is never neutral; it often reinforces essentialist 
national narratives. Under Israeli settler colonialism, these dynamics have intensified. 
Territorial expansion has been accompanied by the religious reclassification of space, 
where Jewish prayer, pilgrimage, or the designation of a site as “Jewish” functions as 
a political act of possession and an assertion of divine entitlement.

The “Judaisation” of Palestinian territory, documented across Israel, East Jerusalem, 
and the Palestinian territories, is a racial-spiritual project that fuses nationalism, religion, 
and colonial governance.46 It operates through planning, zoning, archaeological exca-
vation, and symbolic renaming, recoding multi-faith or Islamic heritage as exclusively 
Jewish. In this process, urban landscapes have been inscribed with racialised religious 
meaning: minarets, mosques, and waqf lands become “foreign,” while synagogues and 
biblical toponyms are privileged as authentic. Judaisation thus functions as both a spa-
tial strategy and a theological discourse, transforming territory into evidence of divine 
ownership. As Yiftachel47 notes, the “ethnocratic” regime of Israel organises space 
through the dual logic of Judaisation and de-Arabisation, redefining land as the mate-
rial foundation of Jewish sovereignty and rendering shared existence nearly impossible.

These tensions were vividly displayed in the 2010 UNESCO ruling recognising 
al-Haram al-Ibrahimi/Tomb of the Patriarchs and the Bilal bin Rabah Mosque/Rachel’s 
Tomb as part of occupied Palestinian territory. Israeli officials denounced the deci-
sion, with Emmanuel Nahshon accusing UNESCO of promoting “fake history,”48 and 
Naftali Bennett reaffirming an “unbreakable” Jewish link to Hebron.49 Such reactions 
illustrate how Judaisation racialises shared sacred sites, projecting Jewishness onto 
the landscape while negating Palestinian and Muslim histories.

On the ground, ritual and heritage management have become instruments of dom-
ination. In Al-Tireh (Ramallah), Al-Tuwani, and at Joseph’s Tomb (Nablus), settler 
ceremonies proceed under military protection.50 These acts sacralise space through 
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performance, transforming religious ritual into territorial claim. Palestinian counter-ac-
tions, such as the 2015 burning of Joseph’s Tomb, are often framed as antisemitic but 
can be read as resistance to the racialisation of religion and land51. Similarly, the post-
1967 demolition of Jerusalem’s Moroccan Quarter to create an exclusively Jewish zone 
near the Western Wall52 exemplifies how Judaisation has rewritten urban geography. 
Doron and Gideon Bar describe the broader transformation of Muslim neighbourhoods 
and shrines into Jewish sanctuaries as a process of spatial purification. The same logic 
governs the treatment of waqf properties in Haifa, Acre, and Jaffa, where Islamic en-
dowments have been seized, repurposed, or destroyed. Informal Judaisation by Middle 
Eastern Jewish immigrants has further consolidated these state strategies, materially 
and symbolically erasing Palestinian,particularly Muslim, presence.53

The Ibrahimi Mosque in Hebron (Palestine) embodies this racialised hierarchy. In 
1994, Jewish settler Baruch Goldstein opened fire on Palestinian Muslim worship-
pers during dawn prayers at the Ibrahimi Mosque, killing 29 and injuring over 120. 
After the massacre the Israeli army divided the mosque, restricting Muslim access 
and allocating major sections to Jewish worshippers; checkpoints and surveillance 
sustain this imposed segregation. Rachel’s Tomb in Bethlehem, once a site of shared 
devotion, has been enclosed by barriers and rebranded as exclusively Jewish since 
the Second Intifada. At Nabi Samwil, near Jerusalem, authorities limit Muslim wor-
ship while facilitating Jewish pilgrimage and infrastructure development, sidelining 
Muslim heritage in favour of biblical symbolism.54 Across these sites, religious sym-
bolism and spatial control converge to racialise Palestinian Muslim presence and to 
naturalise Jewish exclusivity.

In the West Bank, religious mythology, securitisation, and theology intertwine to 
justify Palestinian displacement. Israeli officials routinely refer to the area as “Judea 
and Samaria,” invoking biblical geography to legitimise political domination.55 Net-
anyahu’s statement in 1995 that “the Bible is our registry, our mandate, our proof of 
ownership”56 encapsulates how theology is weaponised to racialise territory. Religious 
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ceremonies in contested zones thus become state-backed performances of sovereignty. 
In August 2022, the village of Al-Tuwani was sealed off to host a settler Tisha B’Av 
prayer; soldiers arrested a  local rights monitor, restricted movement, and guarded 
settlers conducting rituals on private land.57 Awad describes Palestinians confined 
indoors, watched and confined for the spectacle of settler religiosity, a choreography 
of domination replicated in places like Susiya, where archaeological-religious claims 
justified Palestinian expulsions in the 1980s.

Desecration and restriction also mark the racialisation of the sacred. In 2021, set-
tlers under military protection disrupted Ramadan prayers at the Ibrahimi Mosque 
with loud music and Talmudic dances as soldiers repeatedly silenced the adhan.58 The 
Worshippers Way in Hebron, a settler-only road built on confiscated Palestinian land, 
embodies how infrastructure itself enforces religious hierarchy.59 In 2022, during 
the Shabbat Chayei Sarah pilgrimage, tens of thousands of settlers entered Hebron 
under military protection, and participants vandalised Palestinian homes as soldiers 
looked on, illustrating how religious ritual and settler violence converge under the guise 
of security.60 Similar patterns recur elsewhere: in Jenin (2023), soldiers broadcast 
Hanukkah songs and IDF propaganda through mosque loudspeakers.61 In Gaza, over 
600 mosques have been destroyed as of 2024,62 alongside widespread desecration of 
Qurans and prayer rugs63. At Al-Aqsa Mosque, since October 2023, sweeping restric-
tions, tear gas, and violent policing have curtailed worship.64 These measures, justified 
as “security,” have systematically undermined the Islamic character of the landscape 
and the right to worship.

Across these examples, ritual and material space are instrumentalised: settler parades, 
pilgrimages, worship practices, checkpoint control of holy sites, and the repurposing 
or destruction of Muslim sacred structures have transformed worship into a mecha-
nism of rule. Judaisation is thus both a spiritual and racial project, privileging Jewish 
ritual and heritage while criminalising Muslim presence. The targeting of Muslim 
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sacred spaces is not incidental but central to a settler-colonial logic that treats Islam 
as a racialised obstacle to Jewish sovereignty. Through desecration, restriction, and 
symbolic re-inscription, Palestinians have been severed from their land and history. 
In this framework, the sacred has become a battleground, and religious space a key 
instrument in the racial governance of territory.

Conclusion

This article has demonstrated that the racialisation of Palestinian Muslims by the Is-
raeli state is neither incidental nor ideological, it is structural, embodied, and spatially 
encoded. Rooted in a settler-colonial grammar, Israel’s governance has transformed 
religion from a mode of belief into a racialised axis of control. Islam, as practiced and 
embodied by Palestinians, is reconfigured as a symbolic and corporeal threat, a signi-
fier of disorder, disloyalty, and terror. Within Israel’s ethnocratic order, the Palestin-
ian Muslim body is rendered both hyper-visible and disposable, disciplined through 
surveillance, bureaucratic categorisation, and spatial confinement.

What emerges from this analysis is the recognition that the racialisation of religion 
functions as a sovereign technology, a method for sorting populations, legitimising 
violence, and sacralising domination. Through it, identity has become destiny, religios-
ity has become criminality, and space has become sanctified territory to be reclaimed 
or erased. Israeli sovereignty is thus fortified not only through walls, checkpoints, 
and military law, but also through the racialised sacralisation of space and worship, 
the transformation of mosques, rituals, and religious time into objects of suspicion 
and control. Acts of prayer, pilgrimage, or mourning are rendered legible only within 
the logics of security and governance; the prayer rug, the adhan, and the mosque have 
become politicised instruments through which the state enforces hierarchy.

To racialise religion through state practices is to sacralise sovereignty. By casting 
Islamic visibility as a pathology, the Israeli state converts difference into danger and 
ritual into rebellion. Palestinian presence, whether in worship, protest, or simple en-
durance, is rewritten as sacrilege. The suppression of the call to prayer, the closure 
and demolition of mosques, and the desecration of sacred sites are not isolated acts 
of religious intolerance; they are systemic expressions of colonial racial governance, 
through which the settler state naturalises domination as divine order.

Yet within these conditions of erasure, a counter-politics of being persists. The very 
bodies, practices, and landscapes targeted for disappearance have become living testa-
ments of endurance and epistemic disobedience. Prayer itself has become resistance; 
worship under siege has become a claim to life and futurity. The continued presence 
of Palestinians at sites such as Al-Aqsa reveals a spiritual geography of defiance, a re-
fusal to surrender space, memory, or sanctity to settler rule.

This framework compels us to shift our analytical lens: from asking how states 
exclude, to interrogating what such exclusions produce. The racialisation of religion 
is not a failure of liberal pluralism: it is its constitutive underside, the mechanism 
through which sovereignty, order, and belonging are continually defined and policed. 
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The Israeli case is not an anomaly but a paradigmatic instance of an international log-
ic through which modern states choreograph belonging: through laws, bureaucracies, 
and, crucially, through the racialisation of the sacred.

Ultimately, the racialisation of Palestinian Islam exposes a broader state theology 
of control, wherein religion itself has become an instrument and a contested terrain 
of struggle. Recognising this does more than identify another register of domination, 
it reveals the intimate, ritualised ways in which oppressed communities persist, resist, 
and reimagine freedom within the very spaces designed to erase them.
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