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 Foreword
Jan Jaap de Ruiter

If there is a God, he cannot be but good and wanting good, especially if it is 
he who created humanity. And if there are prophets who claim to have heard 
the voice of God and want to pass on his message, then they too cannot but 
strive after the best for all people. The diversity among people is enormous 
and the Qur’an expresses that perfectly in Sura ar-Rum (30:22): “And of His 
signs is the creation of the heavens and the earth and the diversity of your 
languages and your colours. Indeed in that are signs for those of knowledge.”

Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) has a different view of humanity, which he 
expresses by citing the Roman proverb Homo homini lupus est: “A man is a 
wolf to another man.” Man is also someone who watches for opportunities 
to strike, to attack, and possibly to even kill another. The wolf does that by 
attacking the weak in the pack. In doing so, man tries to force the weak in 
society to conform to the rules of the dominant group and if the weaker 
ones do not obey, punishment follows in no small measure.

Homosexuals, lesbians, and transpeople have always existed in every 
community and in every society, in every part of the world. Often, they 
had to conceal their identity and adapt to the prevailing norms of their 
communities. Rarely could they really be who they were. This applies to 
all times and to all communities.

A true God and a true prophet, by their nature, love all people. They cannot 
be but like that, otherwise they would not be God and prophet. And that applies 
to the God of Islam and the Prophet of Islam. The history of Islam, however, is a 
sad one, for although it has known enlightened times, authoritarian patriarchal 
traditions were almost always dominant, and minorities, such as sexual ones, 
had to submit more often than not to the moods and caprices of their rulers.

However, the idea that a true God and a true prophet cannot but love all 
people never disappeared. That is why it is only natural that in the course 
of time people have risen to defend the cause of homosexuals, lesbians and 
transpeople within Islam. Ludovic-Mohamed Zahed is a convinced Muslim 
and homosexual, and he is not the only one; there are many like him – gay, 
lesbian, and trans Muslims. He too believes that his God and his prophet 
cannot do anything else, by their nature, than love all people, including 
the sexual minorities among them.

Zahed plunged into the religious tradition of Islam, into the Qur’an, 
into everything Islamic scholars have had to say about the subject of 
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homosexuality and transgenderism in Islam. He analysed Islamic scriptures 
and the various dominant interpretations of them and concluded that it 
is indeed possible to simultaneously be gay and Muslim. In an impressive 
and inimitable way, he puts his analyses on this subject into words in this 
book. He knows what he is talking about and does not shy away from any 
argument or discussion.

However, the conclusion that Islam indeed legitimizes the option of being 
homosexual, lesbian or transgender and Muslim at the same time is hardly 
shared by the vast majority of Muslims in the world. That is where the chal-
lenge lies: convincing Muslims all over the world that the Prophet himself 
had no qualms over the fact that in his time there also existed Muslims who 
loved members of the same sex. This is, for example, beautifully expressed 
in a hadith narrated by Anas bin Malik in which the Prophet, when asked 
for advice, encouraged a man to declare his love for another man.

The history of Islam is clouded by Western colonialism across the world 
in the nineteenth century. Victorian prudery, which laid the basis for laws 
against homosexual acts, spread across Africa and Asia with fatal conse-
quences. The creation of a separate medical criterion for “homosexuals,” 
including them as such in a separate category, has been disastrous for gay 
people because they became as such an even easier prey for the dominant 
wolves in the pack. Furthermore, the term also contradicts the sliding scale 
that human sexuality is. Zahed also explores this dark side of history.

I am not a religious person. I am not a Muslim. However, I do practise 
meditation and I am attracted to Islamic Sufism. At the same time, I admire 
masculine beauty, and it was therefore such a happy coincidence to read 
in the book that in some Sufi traditions of Islam, where beauty is central, 
the beauty of young men inspired Sufis.

What I found even more beautiful is the idea that mukhannathun, ef-
feminate men, were part of the Prophet Mohammed’s household. The 
Prophet’s principle was that every person, male or female, should be judged 
on whether he or she performs the prayers and behaves as a good Muslim. 
The rest, including one’s sexual nature, are side issues. In this, the Prophet 
presented himself as a true prophet of the true God.

Zahed’s work follows the belief in a God and a prophet who embrace all 
people. It is my hope that Muslims all over the world open their hearts to 
their homosexual, lesbian and transgender brothers and sisters, so that 
God’s will on earth, in this respect, is realized even further.

Jan Jaap de Ruiter
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 Introduction

Abstract
This chapter presents the author’s empirical research and political activ-
ism, in order to introduce clearly the methodology of the subsequent 
chapters, which draw on a variety of ethnographic, scriptural, historical 
and secondary academic sources.

Keywords: participative anthropology, methodology, political activism, 
empirical sources

Listen to this famous story about a man being lashed in punishment. During the 
first ninety-nine lashes, he never let loose even one moan of pain, but when he was 
lashed with the final hundredth stroke, he moaned in deep agony. The people who 

had gathered around asked him about this strange behaviour. The man replied, 
“During the first ninety-nine lashes, the beloved one for whose sake I have been 

lashed was present near me in the circle of on-lookers; only when he turned away 
from me [at the moment of the final stroke] did I suddenly feel pain!

– Ibn ʻAṭāʼ Allāh (2005, p. 65)

I am a gay and feminist French Muslim. Born in Algeria in the late 1970s, 
I grew up during the Civil War in the 1990s. Ten years ago, I decided to 
challenge publically the widely held notion that same-sex desire and 
Islam were an impossible pair, that these different aspects of our identities 
were incompatible. Indeed, expressions of same-sex desire have always 
been part of Arab-Muslim cultures throughout history, as academics like 
Khaled El-Rouayheb (2005a) have demonstrated. Despite this historical 
fact, today, in France, gay teenagers are almost f ifteen times more likely 
to commit suicide than their straight counterparts (Cover, 2012). Deeply 
troubled by this statistic, and conscious of the added diff iculties faced 
by queer Muslims, I decided to create an association in support of queer 

Zahed, L.M. Homosexuality, Transidentity, and Islam: A Study of Scripture Confronting the Politics 
of Gender and Sexuality. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2020.
doi: 10.5117/9789463720311_intro
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French Muslims, which was launched in 2010, called HM2F (Homosexuels 
musulmans de France).1

Eventually, this also led me to start an inclusive mosque in Paris – the 
f irst of its kind in Europe. This was a project born out of a long, personal 
journey. As a teenager adhering to a conservative interpretation of Islam, I 
memorized half the Qur’an. The beauty of its texts, which I found steeped 
in universalism, enthralled me. Then, at the age of seventeen, I began to 
come to terms with the fact that I was gay. After more than f ifteen years of 
reflection on gender, sexuality, and the place of minorities in Islam, I now 
understand that the Qur’an does not explicitly refer to “homosexuality,” 
nor does it refer to women as “inferior,” nor to Jews as our enemies. Indeed, 
the strict, dogmatic interpretation of some verses of the Qur’an is no longer 
tenable, especially in the eyes of progressive Muslims across the world (even 
if we remain, for the time being, a minority).

I also realized that neither homophobia nor misogyny conform to Islamic 
ethical values, as def ined, for instance, by women scholars such as Kecia 
Ali (2010). I wanted to share, with as many people as I could, my reflections 
on the matter that were born out of my search for a peaceful, inclusive 
spiritual path. I wanted to do this by drawing on both scripture and the 
experiences of queer Muslims. This is why I founded a place of worship where 
people would always be welcomed as brothers and sisters, whatever their 
sexual orientation, gender identity, or ethnicity. Numerous men, women, 
transpeople supported my project and parents conf ided in me that they 
did not want to leave their children the legacy of an exclusionary Islam.

My plan was not, strictly speaking, to open a “gay mosque,” as many in the 
media dubbed it at the time, or even to celebrate gay marriages. My project 
was simply to renew hope within our community. Congregational prayer, 
practised in an egalitarian setting and without any form of gender-based 
discrimination, is one of the pillars of our progressive, reformist representa-
tion of Islam. American and Canadian progressive Muslim vanguards had 
already put this into practice. In North America, Christian congregations or 
even private companies often assist progressive Muslims, letting them use 
a portion of their premises for Friday prayers, as in the case of Muslims for 
Progressive Values (MPV).2 In France, we initially benefited from the support 
of a beautiful Zen Buddhist temple in eastern Paris, but, due to threats 
and political violence, and not wanting to compromise the security of the 

1 For a discussion of the specif ic vulnerabilities faced by queer French Muslims vulnerability, 
see Zahed 2017a.
2 http://www.mpvusa.org/.
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Buddhists who welcomed us, we quickly had to look for a more viable solution 
in the long-term. Two years ago, we f inally opened the only inclusive Islamic 
centre in France, located in downtown Marseille: the CALEM Institute, a 
centre devoted to research, publications, trainings and group meditations.3

In the course of my grassroots activities and my research, I am often 
approached by people, including queer Muslims themselves, who, having 
heard everything and its opposite about homosexuality and Islam, come 
to me in search of a general understanding of the topic within the Islamic 
tradition. Thus, the f irst part of this book provides an overview of Islamic 
scriptural sources that deal with the diversity of sexualities and genders. I 
clarify certain relevant theological concepts that might appear arcane and 
esoteric to the uninitiated. In addition, the second part of this book keys 
in my analysis of scripture to the various social histories and sociopolitical 
dynamics of Arab-Muslim societies and diasporic communities in relation 
to gender and sexuality.

It is important to note that Islamic scholars in the French-speaking 
world are at least a decade behind their English-speaking counterparts, 
especially in terms of the application of ijtihad (independent reasoning) 
to the question of gender and sexuality in Islam. First, this is because the 
latter are traditionally unafraid of “theory” or engaging with gender and 
sexuality as a legitimate object of study. Second, the history of Arab-Muslim 
immigration to the United States and Canada, in particular, did not oc-
cur the way it did in France, where unresolved postcolonial conflicts and 
Islamophobic discrimination remains a decades-old factor. Not to mention 
the difference in educational levels and socioeconomic class between French 
and American Arab-Muslims. My grandfather was the pride and joy of his 
family simply because he obtained a secondary school certif icate. My own 
parents did not even have a baccalaureate (the equivalent of A-levels). Given 
the context of my familial history, my own academic trajectory can only be 
viewed as an immense privilege.

In the last 20 years, several academics have had a considerable impact 
on the study of gender and sexuality in Islam, such as Fatima Mernissi or, 
more recently, Amina Wadud. Perhaps the most prominent work on this 
topic has been Scott Siraj Kugle’s Homosexuality in Islam (2010). In the 
introduction, Kugle states that the main goal of his study is to “show that 
lesbian, gay, and transgender Muslims offer constructive critique of classical 
Islamic thought” (2010, p. 6). Kugle often uses f irst person plural pronouns 
when discussing the social group that he sets out to study, i.e. “lesbian, 

3 http://www.calem.eu/.
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gay, and transgender Muslims,” thereby acknowledging his own position 
as a gay Muslim. This is, in itself, noteworthy. Such an approach would 
be considered troubling, to say the least, in France, where the academic 
community remains relatively cautious, or even resistant, when it comes to 
the very idea of openly displaying one’s personal convictions in a study that 
ought to be “objective” and, therefore, devoid of any “political” positioning. 
In any case, Kugle adds that according to him:

The liberation theology approach of transgender, gay, and lesbian Muslims 
provides a profound interpretation of the Qur’an. Its central principle – 
striving for justice in solidarity with the oppressed – lets gay, transgender, 
and lesbian Muslims join a wider coalition of reformers. It lets them join 
all women, youth, racial minorities, and others who are marginalized or 
disempowered by the political-religious system that rules them. (2010, 
p. 35)

The secondary aim of his book is to establish dialogue, rather than to have 
the last word or to reject out of hand other approaches to the question. 
Indeed, through his study, Kugle seeks to construct a bridge between Islam 
as a tradition and Muslims as living beings.

Kugle considers homosexuality as a fact of nature, rather than something 
that one adopts by choice:

This book asserts that some individuals are simply homosexual by nature 
rather than by choice. There has always been a very small minority of 
homosexual women and men in every human community, though 
societies def ine them in different ways, languages have different terms 
to describe them, and belief systems have different reactions to their 
presence. (2010, p. 2)

He goes on to add that, according to him, the Qur’an does not condemn 
same-sex acts, much less same-sex desire, in themselves:

Where the Qur’an treats same-sex acts, it condemns them only insofar as 
they are exploitative or violent. However, the Islamic tradition is based 
on more than the Qur’an. Later texts, such as hadith reports and f iqh 
decisions, stigmatize homosexuals and criminalize their relationships. 
The question is whether these negative assessments in oral tradition and 
jurisprudence are in accord with the Qur’an as scripture, and whether 
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these other non-scriptural sources of authority are authentic and reliable 
for Muslims. (2010, pp. 2-3)

This paradigm, described as a liberation theology of minorities, allows us to 
make a certain number of observations regarding, f irstly, the effectiveness 
of systematic, objective, but alternative approaches, and secondly, the 
diff iculties of politically engaged scholarship, and, lastly, the inherent 
limitations of the application of gender studies to religion. In the f irst 
instance, Kugle’s book is undoubtedly one of the first to tackle the question of 
homosexuality in such a politically engaged manner, while also performing 
a meticulous analysis of Islamic scripture. Beginning with the very title, 
he conceptualizes homosexuality as, a priori, part of Islam. The focus is 
on homosexuality in Islam and not homosexuality and Islam. This minute 
detail marks an important difference between Kugle’s project and that of 
other works that adopt a more dichotomous perspective on the question, 
considering, for example, that, within the self-representation of a gay Muslim, 
homosexuality and Islam cohabit in a more or less separate manner.

Kugle’s reformist study has not gone without criticism, especially by 
conservative Muslim scholars and writers such as Mobeen Vaid. These 
critics cite methodological inconsistencies, misreadings and misrepre-
sentations of traditional works, as well as the anachronistic transposition 
of modern categories onto classical Islamic sources, which, according to 
Vaid (2017, p. 45), “completely undermine” Kugle’s arguments. However, 
the real challenge that Kugle’s book faces is one that, according to Kugle 
himself, is shared by all reformist and progressive projects that are developed 
from within a religious tradition. The diff iculty for such projects lies in 
separating what is imposed by culture, often as a function of decisive, but 
implicit, economic and postcolonial factors, from what is essential to faith. 
Additionally, such projects must also sift through what is essential to the 
faith of a given individual and what, over multiple, more or less conservative, 
generations, has come to be accepted as religious tradition. This is especially 
so given that, even when we consider it as the product of interpersonal 
interactions, culture cannot be entirely separated from religion and vice 
versa. Thus, one of the main secondary diff iculties of such studies lie in the 
delimitation of prejudiced social representations linked to the patriarchy, 
which according to Kugle is “the ideology instituting the domination of elder 
heterosexual males over all others, specif ically women of all ages, younger 
men, and minority males who do not accept patriarchal roles that reinforce 
male power.” The deconstruction of a patriarchy thus def ined appears to 
be the primary motivation in the approach taken by scholars like Kugle. It 
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would be this intimate enemy that would prevent conservatives from going 
beyond idolatrous tradition, just as patriarchy would prevent researchers 
from becoming more involved in these matters.

Nevertheless, Kugle acknowledges a few inherent limitations to this type 
of paradigmatic approach:

Whereas many Muslims will see [this book’s] arguments as “radical,” some 
progressive readers might see its arguments as “conservative.” The book 
is conservative in that it assumes Islamic beliefs in existence of one God, 
the sacredness of the Qur’an as the speech of God, and the sincerity of the 
Prophet Muhammad’s mission to spread its message […]. There is another 
aspect of this book’s argument that may seem “conservative” to some 
readers, especially those active in progressive politics and secular human 
rights. This book restricts its discussion to people who are homosexuals 
(lesbian or gay) and transgender. It presents a theory of sexual orientation 
and gender identity that accepts and assumes these categories. (2010, 
pp. 8-9)

Thus, Kugle recognizes the possible limitations inherent in both his un-
critical adoption of certain core religious beliefs and his adoption of an 
essentialist (as opposed to a constructivist) perspective on gender and 
sexuality. Moreover, even though he notes that it is possible to f ind indirect 
references to bisexuality in the Qur’an, he does not engage with the question. 
There are, without doubt, yet other limitations to his study, but, at the 
very least, such a study allows us to retrace, in a systematic and systemic 
manner, the origins of scriptural sources related to the ethics of gender 
and sexuality in Islam.

Despite its shortcomings and the controversies that such an approach is 
likely to provoke today, the paradigm of a systematic and systemic theology 
has influenced an entire generation of citizens committed to the defence of 
human rights, including in France. Hence, more and more researchers see 
this alternative approach as legitimate and not something to be rejected out 
of hand as too “activist,” “subjective,” or tainted with personal religiosity. 
Indeed, wouldn’t excluding religion from serious academic research leave the 
f ield open to unsavoury polemicists and preachers peddling rigid, extreme, 
political representations of identity?
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I. The Qur’anic Ethics of “Nature”: 
Gender, Sexuality, and Diversity

Abstract
In this chapter, the author engages with the entire set of Qur’anic verses 
that relate to gender and sexuality, and that do not claim heterosexuality to 
be the only viable and acceptable sexuality with regards to Islamic ethics.

Keywords: Qur’an, ethics, values, sexuality, diversity

In this section, I engage with the entire set of Qur’anic verses that relate 
to gender and sexuality, and that do not claim heterosexuality to be the 
only viable and acceptable sexuality in accordance with Islamic ethics. 
The following analysis systematically reviews Qur’anic verses relating to 
gender and sexuality in order to address a question of utmost importance 
to queer French Muslims: whether or not their sexual practices and sexual 
and gender identities are validated by Islamic ethics. Indeed, this is the 
kind of question that queer French Muslims have been collectively dealing 
with since gaining visibility as a movement in the public space. Moreover, 
our focus on scripture is all the more important given that selective and 
dogmatic interpretations of scripture have often been used – including 
recently – by so-called “Islamic” states, organizations, and leaders to 
discriminate, or even to eliminate, individuals belonging to sexual and 
gender minorities.

1a. Human Nature: Mirroring the Will of God

In the Qur’an, diversity is a “positive reality” (Kugle, 2010, p. 43), embedded 
into the heart of the cosmos, in order to stimulate within us a set of necessary 
ref lections to overcome egocentrism, discrimination, exclusion, and 
violence:

Zahed, L.M. Homosexuality, Transidentity, and Islam: A Study of Scripture Confronting the Politics 
of Gender and Sexuality. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2020.
doi: 10.5117/9789463720311_ch01
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O mankind! Lo! We have created you from male and female, and have 
made nations and tribes that you may know one another. Lo! The noblest 
of you, in the sight of Allah, is the best in conduct. Lo! Allah is knowing 
and aware. (Qur’an, 49:13)

Thus, the diversity of human genders is presented as a sign of God’s power. 
This is also the case for other diverse and varied human expressions:

The creation of the heavens and the earth, and the diversity of your 
languages and of your colours, are signs for those of knowledge. (Qur’an, 
30:22)

More precisely, Islamic ethics, explained through the metaphors of the 
Qur’an, enjoin us to consider that each of us conforms to a form of natural 
determinism that is based on phylogenetic, ontogenetic, social, emotional 
or intellectual, and conscious or unconscious factors, whose full mastery 
comes from divine omniscience:

Say, “Each works according to their shakila [innermost nature],1 but your 
Lord is most knowing of who is best guided in way.” And they ask you, [O 
Muhammad], about the soul. Say, “The soul is of the affair of my Lord. 
And mankind has not been given of knowledge except a little.” And if 
We willed, We could surely do away with that which We revealed to you. 
Then you would not f ind for yourself concerning it an advocate against 
Us. (Qur’an, 17:84-86)

By stating that each individual acts according to their own shakila, the 
Qur’an departs from the Judeo-Christian concept of original sin. Islamic 
ethics state that a human being cannot be held responsible for a shakila 
over which they have no decision-making power: “Allah does not charge a 
soul except [with that within] its capacity.” (Qur’an, 2:286)

Besides, nowhere in the Qur’an is there the injunction to modify one’s 
innermost nature or to conform to any ideology under constraint from a 
third party. Divine creation is understood to be just as God intended:

1 Generally translated as an individual’s “nature,” “disposition,” “manner,” or “personal 
expression,” shakila is a representation of human “nature” that, according to Kugle, encompasses, 
as it were, gender orientation and sexuality and can be described as being the “psyche through 
which the ego manifests.”
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By the f ig and the olive, and by Mount Sinai, and by this secure city, We 
have certainly created man in the best of stature; then We return him 
to the lowest of the low. (Qur’an, 95:1-5)

It is up to us to take up – or not – the immense responsibility that is human 
consciousness:

Indeed, we offered the responsibility [al-amanat] to the heavens and 
the earth and the mountains, and they declined to bear it and feared 
it; but man undertook to bear it. Indeed, he was unjust and ignorant. 
(Qur’an, 33:72)

Does this responsibility consist in praising the fragment of Divine Spirit 
that is in all of us, or rather in suppressing any potential form of an alter-
native identity so that, as a collective, we would conform to a fascistic 
representation of shakila or human nature? It should be up to us to evolve 
our representations of the world, as a function of the parables proposed to 
us by the Divine in the Qur’an and in other scriptures, and not the other 
way around. Of course, Islamic scholars never fully agree on the meaning 
of human nature. Today, however, the humanities and social sciences 
provide us with unprecedented insights into this subject. From an Islamic 
perspective, the Qur’an is very clear that the nature of divine creation 
must be preserved as God intended. This is therefore an ecological – in the 
Bergsonian sense of the term – Qur’anic ethic upon which the following 
verse invites us to reflect:

So direct your face toward the religion, inclining to truth. [Adhere to] 
the fitrah of Allah upon which He has created [all] people. No change 
should there be in the creation of Allah. That is the correct religion, but 
most of the people do not know. (Qur’an, 30:30)

The Qur’an also reminds us that under no circumstances should religion 
be imposed in a totalitarian manner in the private or public sphere. Rather, 
religion ought to be understood as an emancipatory philosophy of life and 
as a set of humanist, universal ethics:

There is no compulsion in religion. The right direction is henceforth clear 
from the wrong. So whoever rejects false deities and believes in Allah has 
grasped a f irm handhold that will never break. And Allah is Hearing and 
Knowing. (Qur’an, 2:256)
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Accordingly, forcing an individual to renounce their sexuality as well as 
all forms of earthly love amounts to compulsion. From this point of view, 
Islam is not a form of fascism. According to the Qur’an, the mission of the 
prophets of God was to undertake works of compassion and mercy; not to be 
oppressors: “And We have not sent you, [O Muhammad], except as a mercy to 
the worlds” (Qur’an, 21:107). Moreover, the Islamic tradition reminds us that 
our actions and their moral value are to be judged based on our intentions 
and not on the prejudices of others:

The reward of deeds depends upon the intentions and every person will 
get the reward according to what he has intended. So whoever emigrated 
for worldly benefits or for a woman to marry, his emigration was for what 
he emigrated for. (Sahih al-Bukhari, 1)

Emigration can be understood here in a broad sense, as, for instance, a 
“return to the Divine” or a metanoia,2 which is to say a metacognitive process 
akin to a form of spiritual tawbah.3 Such an emigration would supposedly 
take us beyond our most animalistic instincts, our most “immoral” instincts, 
in order to bring us back to our innermost nature based on moral goodness 
towards ourselves, vis-à-vis others and in line with universal compassion 
or mercy.

1b. Condemnation of “Immoral” Practices

In some verses, the Qur’an juxtaposes the term shahwa (immoral, con-
cupiscent desire) with the term bagha (to desire something in an egoistic 
and irrepressible manner) and in opposition to fadl (the enjoyment of the 
blessings bestowed by God), which invokes in us a sense of shukr (inf inite 
gratitude towards the Divine):

And it is S/he who subjected the sea for you to eat from it tender meat 
and to extract from it ornaments which you wear. And you see the ships 
ploughing through it, and [S/he subjected it] that you may seek of Her/
His bounty; and perhaps you will be grateful. (Qur’an, 16:14)

2 A term used by Christian liberation theologians since the 1950s. See also Ruether 1992.
3 An Arabic term that is most often translated as “to repent,” but that epistemologically refers 
to returning to the most positive aspects of oneself or returning to God.
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In general, even though the prophetic tradition suggests that Muhammad 
would have most likely intended to leave behind “a model of sexuality-
positive morality, classical jurists and theologians discussed sexuality in 
mainly negative terms, as the power of lust” (Kugle, 2010, p. 49). Yet, the 
Qur’an presents sexuality as a form of clothing, in relation with bodily 
pleasure, but also as a protective cover for our dignity. This is also the case 
concerning the practice of fasting during the month of Ramadan, a time 
when religious devotion is nevertheless, in theory, at its peak, but never 
in excess (Qur’an, 2:187). In other verses, the term used to refer to sexual 
partners, saw, is not gendered and can therefore just as easily be applied to 
heterosexual or homosexual partners:

And of His signs is that He created for you from yourselves mates that you 
may f ind tranquillity in them; and He placed between you affection and 
mercy. Indeed in that are signs for a people who give thought. (Qur’an, 
30:21)

Indeed, Qur’anic ethics encourage displaying moderation in any matter, be 
it with regards to heterosexual or other types of relations:

Beautif ied for people is the love of that which they desire – of women and 
sons, heaped-up sums of gold and silver, f ine branded horses, and cattle 
and tilled land. That is the enjoyment of worldly life, but Allah has with 
Him the best return. (Qur’an, 3:14)

More precisely, the Qur’an makes use of several metaphors in relation 
to ancient peoples who were destroyed by their own concupiscence. Ac-
cording to the Qur’an, the wife of Abraham’s nephew Lot suffered the fate 
shared by the other representatives of this people with “abominable” and 
“concupiscent” traditions and social, political, and religious practices:

Allah presents an example of those who disbelieved: the wife of Noah 
and the wife of Lot. They were under two of Our righteous servants but 
betrayed them, so those prophets did not avail them from Allah at all, 
and it was said, “Enter the Fire with those who enter.” (Qur’an, 66:10)

However, over the course of a few centuries, this “abomination” was no 
longer considered from a political or even social point of view. “Sodomy” 
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was associated exclusively to sexual relations – consenting or otherwise 
– between men. As the late Mohammed Mezziane,4 a former doctoral 
colleague, noted:

The Meccan period corresponds to a context in which Muslims, nu-
merically and politically a minority, were persecuted by the Meccans. 
The Surahs of this period tend to be of a spiritual nature, setting down 
primarily the principle of the oneness of God, belief, and ethico-moral 
recommendations. The verses of the Qur’an that deal with the sexual 
practices of the people of Lot belong to this Meccan period. (Mezziane, 
2005, p. 27)

Bibliography

Mezziane, M. (2005). Le sodomite et l’efféminé dans l’Islam du IXe-XIe siècle. Statut 
juridique et représentations sociales. DEA thesis, Ecole des Hautes Etudes en 
Sciences Sociales.

Ruether, R. (1992). Gaia and God: An Eco-Feminist Theology of Earth Healing. New 
York: HarperCollins.

4 Born in Casablanca in 1964, Mezziane joined Act-Up Paris in 1997 as an activist and later as 
the coordinator of the Traitements & Recherches commission. With an academic background 
in the medieval Arab-Muslim world, he started his doctorate in 2005 at the EHESS, working 
on discourses of masculinity, sexuality, and homosexuality in the modern and contemporary 
Middle East. Mezziane passed away in 2014 before being able to write up his thesis. His scholarly 
contributions have not, however, gone unnoticed, with popular media outlets paying tribute to 
him after his death (Martet, 2014).

 
�������������������������� 



II. Distressing Qur’anic Verses?

Abstract
In light of the historiographic context and the axiological principles the 
author has now described, there are f ive important points to highlight 
about the representation of “sodomy” in the Qur’an.

Keywords: sodomy, ritual rapes, Sodom and Gomorrah, patriarchy

Al-Tabari,1 one of the f irst and most famous exegetes of the classical age, 
exclusively associates the “abominable” practices of “sodomites” with anal 
intercourse between men. He bases his analysis on the following verse: 
“Indeed, you approach men with desire, instead of women. Rather, you are 
a transgressing people” (Qur’an, 7:81).2 Yet, the practices of the people of Lot, 
as described by the Qur’an, are not the expression of consenting love, but of 
concupiscence and a form of droit du seigneur ( jus primae noctis) exercised 
unilaterally by patriarchs on partners who, presumably, were unwilling. 
Furthermore, Al-Tabari does not even attempt to ground his exegesis in a 
systematic – or systemic – analysis of all the verses of the Qur’an that directly 
or indirectly deal with this precise question. This is perhaps explained by 
the fact that Al-Tabari was a jurist and not a historian devoted to the precise 
analysis of the sociopolitical context in which these events took place. 
Thus, based on a literal and incomplete exegesis, Al-Tabari begins from 
the problematic premise that certain verses of the Qur’an unambiguously 

1 Born in Amol, Tabaristan in 839 and died in 923 in Baghdad, Al-Imām Abū Jaʿfar Muhammad 
ibn Jarīr ibn Yazīd (Persian: محمد بن جریر طربی), known as Al-Tabari, was a historian and exegete of 
the Qur’an. He was one of the most precocious and illustrious Persian historians and exegetes 
of the Qur’an.
2 There are over 70 verses in the Qur’an that deal with the question of the practices of 
“sodomites.” See, for example, among others, verses 11:69-83, 15:51-77, 21:71-75, 22:42-43, 25:40, 
26:159-175, 27:54-58, 29:28-35, 37:133-138, 50:12-13, and 54:32-40.

Zahed, L.M. Homosexuality, Transidentity, and Islam: A Study of Scripture Confronting the Politics 
of Gender and Sexuality. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2020.
doi: 10.5117/9789463720311_ch02
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condemn what we call “homosexuality” today, before substituting his defini-
tion of “sodomy” for the Qur’anic “abomination.”3

In contrast, Amreen Jamal (2001) adopts a method of semantic analysis, 
inspired by an expert in the f ield, the philosopher and scholar of Islam 
Toshihiko Izutsu (2002), in order to determine if this “abomination” is 
exclusively linked to sexual acts, in particular to alternative and non-
heterosexual ones. Through his analysis, Jamal concludes that the term 
has nothing to do with an exclusively sexual abomination, but with a violent 
and patriarchal form of paganism. Al-Tabari did not seek to undertake a 
comparative and systemic study of this type of terminology in the Qur’an. As 
a jurist, however, he owed it to himself to make the link, one way or another, 
between the text of the hadith and so-called “Islamic” jurisprudence, which 
in reality was established by the f irst caliphs and then by their more or less 
inspired successors. Today, it is easier than ever for us to retrace the process 
of the “semantic misappropriation”4 of Qur’anic texts towards ideological, 
heteronormative, and patriarchal ends. Moreover, as Mezziane reminds us:

The traditionalists, as well as the exegetes of the ninth and tenth centuries, 
only cite a single hadith where a precise question was posed to the Prophet: 
“What were the unlawful actions (munkar) practised by the people of 
Lot in their meetings (nâdîhim).” The Prophet’s response did not evoke 
sexuality; he responded that the people of Lot threw stones at foreigners 
and made fun (yaskharûn) of them. (2005, p. 28)5

2a. The Original Sodomy: Forbidding Ritual Rape

In light of the historiographic context and the axiological principles we 
have just described, there are f ive important points to highlight about the 
representation of “sodomy” in the Qur’an. Firstly, the term “homosexuality”6 

3 Al-Tabari puts himself in Prophet Lot’s place and imagines the dialogue that the Prophet 
could have had with these concupiscent men: “It’s as if Lot were saying […]” (Al-Tabari, 1997, 
vol. 3, p. 163). However, that was not what was said and words are important, as are their place 
in the Qur’an, as is the place of a particular verse in relation to the others.
4 The phrase (“détournement sémantique” in French) is from Marongiu-Perria and Privot, 
2012.
5 See Al-Tabari, 1997, vol. 11, p. 145, and Ibn Hanbal, 1993, vol. 6, p. 450.
6 In Arabic, this would be either al-mithliya al-djansia (sexual “sameness”) or, more pejoratively, 
al-shudud al-jansi (sexual extremism). Moreover, as Joseph Massad (2007, pp. 30-31) notes that 
“not only did the concept of homosexuality itself not exist but also that if exclusive ‘homosexual’ 
male desire as such existed at all, it was not the main topic of discourse. What was discussed 
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never appears in the Qur’an. The Qur’an very clearly describes the 
“abomination” of the people of Lot as unprecedented. The particular verse 
commonly used to justify the condemnation of homosexuality is most 
often cited out of its context, which makes its semantic manipulation all 
the easier. Citing the verse in its entirety, however, allows us to challenge 
this facile interpretation:

And [We had sent] Lot when he said to his people, “Do you commit such 
immorality as no one has preceded you with from among the worlds? 
Indeed, you approach men with desire, instead of women. Rather, you 
are a transgressing people.” But the answer of his people was only that 
they said, “Evict them from your city! Indeed, they are men who keep 
themselves pure.” So We saved him and his family, except for his wife; 
she was of those who remained [with the evildoers]. And We rained 
upon them a rain [of stones]. Then see how was the end of the criminals. 
(Qur’an, 7:80-84)

Lot’s wife is condemned because she supports the inhumane and 
concupiscent practices of her adopted homeland: “sodomy” and ritual 
rapes at the temple of the goddess Ishtar,7 but also banditry (Qur’an, 29:29). 
Furthermore, unless we are to believe that homosexuality was “created” by 
the people of Lot 5,000 years ago in Sodom and Gomorrah, which certain 
Wahhabi preachers do, it is not possible to suppose that this verse simply 
regards homosexuality.

Secondly, another verse clearly conf irms that these patriarchal 
“sodomites” were not homosexual, in today’s sense of the term, but rather 

was the ‘love of boys’ and ‘sodomy,’ neither of which indicated any exclusivity.” These colonial-
inf luenced trans-geographic transformations, in terms of the representation of sexualities, 
are perhaps best expressed by Khaled El-Rouayheb (2005a, p. 45): “At some point, whether the 
late seventeenth or the late nineteenth century, the view that homosexual intercourse was a 
sin, akin to theft or adultery, gave way to the view that homosexual intercourse revealed the 
possession of an abnormal psychological or physiological make-up.”
7 This probably refers to sexual practices such as described by the ancient Greek historian 
Herodotus (Histories, 1.199.1-4): “The foulest Babylonian custom is that which compels every 
woman of the land to sit in the temple of Aphrodite and have intercourse with some stranger 
once in her life. […] [T]he men pass and make their choice. […] It does not matter what sum the 
money is; the woman will never refuse, for that would be a sin, the money being by this act made 
sacred.” These practices cannot be described as “homosexual” in good faith. Rather, these are 
violent, domineering sexual practices akin to non-consensual prostitution and public or ritual 
rapes. See Denning, 1996.
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criminals who acted as though they had a droit du seigneur over all whom 
they considered as subaltern to their undivided power:

And his people came hastening to him, and before [this] they had been 
doing evil deeds. He said, “O my people, these are my daughters; they are 
purer for you. So fear Allah and do not disgrace me concerning my guests. 
Is there not among you a man of reason? (Qur’an, 11:78)

Rather than actually offering his daughters in sacrif ice, Lot was suggesting 
that raping passing travellers, who were moreover angels sent to deliver a 
divine message to Sodom, was even worse than their practice of ritual rape. 
These coercive sexual acts, as described by Herodotus, were most often im-
posed on the youngest of the people, be they male or female. Furthermore, this 
verse confirms that the “sodomites” were not “homosexual.” Otherwise, Lot 
would not have thought of offering them his daughters. Indeed, the Prophet 
Muhammad later outlawed this sort of patriarchal and non-consensual 
paedophilic practices, demonstrating a clear and unambiguous distinction 
between violent “sodomy” and consensual anal sex (Sahih al-Bukhari, 5105).

Thirdly, the Qur’an denounces these patriarchal criminals who seek to 
rape foreign men in order to belittle them, even though they themselves are 
engaged in heterosexual marital relations: “And leave your wives your Lord 
has created for you? But you are a people transgressing” (Qur’an, 26:166). This 
line refers to a particular group of women (i.e. the wives of the “sodomites”) 
and not women in general. Therefore, these “sodomite” rapists were clearly 
married. What makes their lust all the more abominable is that it is not 
enough for them to satisfy a natural need or to overcome irrepressible 
sexual frustration through criminal practices, but that they sought to rob 
the dignity of others through rape, through the sacrif ice of humanity on the 
altar of their thirst for power, on the pretext of spiritual (pagan) worship.

Fourthly, the Qur’an never enjoins Muslims to follow the religious rules 
of other peoples who have preceded us. “Unto you your religion and unto me 
mine” (Qur’an, 109:6): to each their practices and their traditions. Primacy is 
accorded to universalist and humanist ethics, whatever may be the “path” 
(shari’) that is taken in order to progress towards enlightenment. In other 
terms, even if homosexuality had been condemned by Lot, nothing would 
oblige Muslims to conform to those judgements, since the Qur’an tells us 
this: “And [I8 have come] confirming what was before me of the Torah and 
to make lawful for you some of what was forbidden to you. And I have come 

8 Jesus.
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to you with a sign from your Lord, so fear Allah and obey me” (Qur’an, 3:50). 
For example, the stoning of children who do not obey their parents, among 
other practices quoted in the Bible, is not taken up in the Qur’an.

Finally, within the Islamic tradition, certain ethical and legal recom-
mendations were replaced by others, in relation to changing sociopolitical 
contingencies to which the community of the f irst believers had to adapt. 
The Qur’an calls this al-naskh: the abrogation of one theological opinion in 
relation to another, which can be done between monotheistic traditions, 
but also within the same prophetic tradition: “We do not abrogate a verse 
or cause it to be forgotten except that We bring forth [one] better than it 
or similar to it. Do you not know that Allah is over all things competent?” 
(Qur’an, 2:107).

2b. The Absence of Female Homosexuality in the Qur’an

In classical Arabic, the term used most commonly to designate women who 
have sex with women is sihaqat (tribades, or lesbians). The term, however, 
does not appear anywhere in the Qur’an, not even in the verse that is most 
often cited to condemn female homosexuality:

Those who commit unlawful sexual intercourse of your women – bring 
against them four [witnesses] from among you. And if they testify, confine 
the guilty women to houses until death takes them or Allah ordains for 
them [another] way. And the two who commit it among you, dishonour 
them both. But if they repent and correct themselves, leave them alone. 
Indeed, Allah is ever Accepting of repentance and Merciful. (Qur’an, 4:15-16)

From our point of view, the inhumaneness is clear and striking. Such 
punishments were nevertheless common during this time in societies where 
corporal punishments were the only form of response when faced with the 
risk of social disintegration. In the course of his research, Mezziane (2005, 
p. 47) brilliantly illustrates the link between hadd (corporal punishment) 
and the upholding of public order until the medieval period. Even today, 
despite a wealth of research in sociology and psychology that demonstrates 
otherwise, we are still confronted with individuals who think that repression 
is the only solution. Al-Isfahani, a tenth-century mu’tazilit9 theologian, 

9 This school of Islamic theology (‘aqîda) arose in the eighth century in opposition to the 
schools of thought that are dominant today, such as Asharism, Maturidism, as well as other 
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seems to have been the f irst to associate this verse with the condemnation 
of sexual relations between women. This initially marginal exegesis gained 
momentum over subsequent centuries. It was taken up by scholars such as 
Zamakhshari and Al-Baydawi, in the medieval period, then by Rashid Rida, 
in the modern period (Ali, 2006, pp. 81-82). Yet, such an interpretation of 
this verse ignores the fact that Arabic has a specif ic grammatical form for 
a group of two women (hunna), which is not the same as the one used for 
three or more women (huma). The grammatical form used in the verse above 
clearly references three or more women. This is therefore not a condemnation 
of homosexuality in today’s sense of the term. Moreover, even if it were, 
who, apart from fascists, has ever thought of reviving ancient corporal 
punishments for sexual “crimes”?10

Finally, nothing in this verse, nor in the entirety of the prophetic tradition, 
indicates that two women in love were ever condemned for their love. 
The best-known exegeses of this verse link it with the preceding and the 
following ones, which both deal with honesty towards widows and orphans. 
It would thus be logical to consider that this verse has nothing to do with 
homosexuality and that the fahisha (abomination) that is denounced con-
cerns the dishonesty and greed of a political and economic elite towards 
the weakest members of society. Indeed, it is not uncommon for totalitarian 
elites to divert attention away from social justice issues, through sexual 
puritanism. After all, whoever controls your sexuality can claim to control 
all aspects of your life.

2c. Positive Representations of Gender Minorities in the Qur’an

There is a particularly beautiful verse in the Qur’an that presents all the 
possible intersections between gender and sexuality, not as an error of 
nature, but as the explicit intention of the Divine, as a demonstration of 
the entire range of the power of the Eternal: “Unto Allah belongeth the 
Sovereignty of the heavens and the earth. S/he createth what S/he will. S/
he bestoweth female [offspring] upon whom S/he will, and bestoweth male 
[offspring] upon whom S/he will. Or S/he makes them [both] males and 

more literalist schools such as Hanbalism. Strongly critiqued by Salaf i and Wahabi currents, 
Mutazilism is today a minor movement although it used to be a major school of thought, especially 
during the Abbasid period.
10 In the earlier epistemological meaning of the term, as in the imposition of an identitarian 
“fascis” by the phallocrats among the people.
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females, and S/he renders whom S/he wills barren. Indeed, S/he is Knowing 
and Competent” (Qur’an, 42:49-50).

In addition to the diversity of genders and sexualities, this verse evokes the 
possibility of individuals who are at once male and female. Could this be a 
reference to individuals whom we would today call intersex or transgender? 
Those who are not a part of the dynamics of “reproduction” (‘aqim) are 
also evoked here. Such people, of course, include the majority of gay and 
lesbian couples.

Finally, this verse makes a clear and precise distinction between the 
concepts of “nature” and “f iliation” by invoking the diversity of those who 
may or may not have access to f iliation, while stating that those who choose, 
like John the Baptist (Qur’an, 3:39), not to have a child, or who even renounce 
all marital life, are in no way guilty of any crime (Qur’an, 24:60). What 
prevails in the dynamic of a couple is love and respect and not postmodern 
natalist representations.
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III. The Prophet: A Living Incarnation of 
Qur’anic Ethics

Abstract
This chapter presents a detailed and systematic analysis of the meta-
phorical verses in the Qur’an to determine the Prophet of Islam’s attitude 
towards – what we would call today – sexual minorities.

Keywords: prophetic tradition, sexual minorities, transidentity, gender 
diversity

Apart from these verses in the Qur’an, queer French Muslims also often ask 
me about the attitude of the Prophet of Islam towards those we would call 
today gender and sexual minorities. According to a hadith, the Prophet, 
whose individual ethics, according to his wife Aisha, corresponded exactly 
to the Qur’an’s, was once walking with another man. When a third man 
passed by, the former said: “O messenger of God, I love this man!” To which 
the Prophet replied: “Have you told him of how you feel?” The man replied 
by saying no. The Prophet then said: “Tell him.” And the man went after his 
companion to tell him: “I love you by the grace of Allah.” And his companion 
replied: “May Allah love you for the love that you have for me, by the grace 
of God” (Sunan Abu Dawud, 5125). Would the Prophet have encouraged a 
man to declare his love for another man, if he were the misogynistic and 
homophobic leader described by numerous dogmatic Muslims? Conversely, 
would such a man, as described in the Islamic tradition, have allowed two 
men who love each other to be condemned to death?

3a. Was the Prophet Homophobic and Transphobic?

In order to respond to such questions, Islamic legal scholars have developed 
more or less elaborate techniques to establish the traceability of prophetic 
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traditions, with the goal of establishing, as it were, the level of risk in 
considering a particular tradition as authentic or apocryphal.

The two principal elements studied by hadith scholars, over the centuries 
and up till the present, are the matan – the contents of the oral tradition 
– and the isnad – the chain of narrators who transmitted, from generation 
to generation, this oral tradition (see Figure 1). The problem is that the 
matan often varies from one narrator to another (this is the syndrome 
of the “téléphone arabe”) and that the isnad is not always composed of 
trustworthy individuals. This is especially so in the case of hadiths directly 
or indirectly condemning homosexuality. Indeed, certain close companions 
of the Prophet, such as ‘Umar, the second caliph, or even Aisha, the Prophet’s 
wife, maintained that some Muslims were in the habit of spreading false-
hoods in the name of the Prophet within the community of believers.

Once an apocryphal tradition is attributed to the Prophet, the damage 
is done and, centuries later, it may f igure in certain collections of hadiths. 
The German Orientalist Joseph Schacht (2012) was the f irst to argue that the 
hadiths, as a standardized corpus, were written down much later, around 
the second century of the Islamic era. Additionally, Schacht noted that these 
hadiths were consequently more a representation of the opinions and moral 
puritanism of imams and muftis who sought to establish a standardized 
Islamic doctrine than the authentic ethics of the Qur’an as incarnated by 
the Prophet.

One such hadith states the following: “When a male mounts another 
male, the angels are alarmed and emit a cry that reaches their Lord.” 

Figure 1  Hadith classification 

according to five main criteria:

1. Reference to a
particular religious

authority:

- qudusi (divine)
- Marfu' (elevated)

- Mawquf (stopped)
- Maqtu' (severed)

2. Links of isnad:

- Musnad (supported)
- Mursat (hurried)

- Muttassil (continuous)
- Munqati' (severed)
- Mu'dal (perplexing)
- Mu'allaq (hanging)

3. Numbers of reporters
involved in the narration:

- Mutawattir (consecutive)
- Ahad (unique)

- Mash-hur (famous)
- 'Aziz (rare)

- Gharib (scarce)

4. Nature of the text
and isnad:

- Ziyadatu thiqah (reliable addition)
- Munkar (denounced)
- Mudraj (interpolated)

5. Reputation and memory
of the reporters

- Sahih (sound)
- Hasan (good)
- Da'if (weak)

- Mawdu* (fabricated)
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In another version, it is even stated that “the throne of the All Merciful 
trembles.” Yet, one wonders how two human beings could cause, even 
metaphorically, the throne of the Almighty to tremble. Indeed, the famed, 
yet very conservative Sunni jurist and mufti Ibn Al-Qayyim Al-Jawziyya 
(1292-1350) considered this hadith to likely be inauthentic (2000, p. 400). 
Muhammad ibn Tahir Patani (1508-1578), a pre-eminent South Asian hadith 
scholar, similarly warns of fabrication (Patani, 1924, p. 171). Numerous 
renowned hadith scholars have argued that this particular story was only 
circulated after the death of the Prophet. Despite this, however, they were 
unable to remove it and other apocryphal traditions and sayings, which 
were moreover misleading and f illed with unconscious social phobias, 
from hadith collections.

The proof of this is that, in 1960, the Deobandi Mufti Zafeeruddin 
published a particularly virulent pamphlet in Urdu, denouncing “ef-
feminacy” and men who love other men, without so much as considering 
the apocryphal nature of the hadiths he cited (1998, p. 78). One such 
hadith, which stated that “the sodomites [lutiyyun] will be resurrected 
on the Day of Judgement as monkeys and pigs,” had already previously 
been categorized as apocryphal by Patani himself, who, to our knowledge, 
had no personal reason to defend same-sex relations (Patani, 1924, p. 171). 
Patani also rejected several other homophobic hadiths, such as the fol-
lowing three:
1. Allah curses the one who covets a young slave boy [ghulam] with 

concupiscence. If he caresses him with concupiscence, Allah will never 
accept his prayers again. If he kisses him, he will be f logged with the 
flames of hell on the Day of Judgement. If he fornicates with him, then 
Allah will throw him into the flames of hell.

2. There is no prepubescent young man [amrad] more guilty than one 
who allows himself to be caught by his behind.

3. He who is caught by his behind seven times, Allah changes his desire 
for the pleasure of the front to the back.

Concerning those who “invent” hadiths in order to justify their deepest 
fears, Ibn Al-Qayyim Al-Jawziyya had the following to say:

Among those who have wrought hats and who have lied, there are those 
who are overwhelmed by zeal and who attach little importance to good 
memorization […]. I have not seen anyone lying more [about hadiths] 
than those who are known for their piety and ascetic zeal. (2000, p. 8)
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3b. The Status of Mukhannathun: “Effeminate,” Trans, or Gay?

Those described in Arabic, as mukhannathun, are often associated with 
homosexuality, although it would be more appropriate to consider them, 
within the Islamic tradition as a whole, as transgender.1 Al-Bukhari, one of 
the most famous hadith scholars, places hadiths concerning mukhannathun 
in his section about adultery and fornication. Why did he associate 
mukhannathun with adultery and fornication? One of these hadiths, of 
which Al-Bukhari cites three different versions – or matan – relates the 
story of how, on the eve of a crucial military campaign, an “effeminate” 
individual named Hît, who served Umm Salam, one of the Prophet’s wives, 
told Abdullah, Umm Salam’s brother, the following:

O Abdullah, if God grants you victory tomorrow in Ta’if, seek the favours 
of the daughter of Ghaylan, for she comes forward with four [rolls of fat] 
and turns around with eight!” Hearing this, the Prophet said, “Do not 
let these [effeminate men] come into your [women’s] presence. (Sahih 
al-Bukhari, 4324)

Dogmatic Muslims have used this hadith in order to justify their homophobia 
and transphobia. However, in doing so, they completely ignore the context 
of this hadith. It is not the fact that mukhannathun are effeminate that 
provoked this judgement from the Prophet, but the possibility that one of 
them, in order to get closer to the Prophet’s wives, might have simulated a 
sexual indifference towards women. This omission, manipulation, or lie is 
what caused the Prophet’s distrust.

Moreover, in another version of the same event, Aisha, the closest and 
the most learned of the Prophet’s wives, specif ies that Hît was supposed 
to not have desire towards women [min ghayr uli irba]. This is the same 
expression used in the Qur’an (24:31), which we referenced earlier and 
which corresponds to the reality of many men who are today considered 
“gay.” In addition, these men held a particular status within the Prophet’s 
household, among his children and his wives (who did not have to veil 
themselves in the presence of these men). This event suggests that early 
Muslims had a deep understanding of sex, gender, and sexuality; an ef-
feminate man was necessarily considered gay, transgender, or even sexually 
impotent.

1 Moreover, the Arabic root khuntha refers here to gender, and not to sexuality.
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Nevertheless, other narrators of this same event added their own homo-
phobia and transphobia. One of these versions tells us, for example, that:

The Prophet cursed the effeminate men [al-mukhanathin min al-rijal] 
and masculine women [al-mutarajjulat min al-nisa] and said: “Chase 
them out of your homes.” (Sahih al-Bukhari, 5886)

Such narrations tend to omit the context, which is essential to understand 
this particular case of Islamic sexual ethics. Furthermore, this particular 
version implies that it is all androgynous or transgender individuals who 
are supposedly “cursed” and to be excluded from our homes. This is indeed 
the very definition of discrimination: judging an entire group of individuals, 
considered as infrahuman,2 based on the misconduct of one or a few among 
them. Thus, following a succession of syntactical deformations and semantic 
diversions, an isolated event turns into the basis for future systematic 
discriminations, considered as a legal obligation even, towards all those who 
do not conform to a particular, heteronormative idea of gender and sexuality. 
Situated between fascination and disgust, homophobia and transphobia 
have likely always existed. A number of the Prophet’s companions were no 
exception to this universal rule of discrimination towards those occupying 
the most marginalized positions in society, subalterns of an “alternative” 
gender or sexuality, in relation to the reproductive, natalist, patriarchal 
model.

According to yet another narration of the same event, after Hît was 
expelled from Medina, he was allowed to return twice a week to beg for 
food. One day, a companion of the Prophet, seeing his hands covered with 
henna – a practice considered by some to be exclusively reserved for women 
– proposed executing him, on the pretext that Hît’s behaviour disturbed 
the “community of women.” The Prophet, however, declared that he “was 
forbidden to kill those who pray” (Sunan Abi Dawud, 4928). This hadith 
confirms that, even in the case of “inappropriate” social practices – from a 
sexist, patriarchal perspective – the Prophet would have refused to entirely 
condemn an effeminate man and, in fact, defended his rights as a praying 
individual. For these Bedouins of the desert, prayer was the sign of the 
oneness of God, mirroring that of our humanity: equal in rank, shoulder 
to shoulder, praying together, whatever our ethnicity, gender or sexuality. 
Moreover, the Prophet did not say that Hît was Muslim per say; rather, he 
invoked prayer. In a broad sense, prayer, contemplation, or meditation are 

2 See Zahed, 2017b.
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Figure 2 Chains of narration of apocryphal hadiths concerning mukhannathun
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the lowest common denominators among all human representations of 
spirituality.

In this sense, the Prophet of Muslims, in all likelihood, recognized the 
equality of all, regardless of their beliefs,3 gender, or sexuality. It is therefore 
likely that all hadiths condemning, directly or indirectly, homosexuality or 
transidentity, are apocryphal traditions (see Figure 2). These homophobic, 
transphobic hadiths are in total contradiction with the Islamic ethics em-
bodied by the Prophet under his own roof, among his wives, his children, 
and his mukhannathun. It must be recalled that these apocryphal hadiths 
emerged at a time when imams and muftis of Islam’s f irst centuries were 
f ighting against the incessant calling into question of an emergent Islamic 
dogma and, even more so, against the temptation of a Muslim civil war. 
As in any crisis-stricken social or political context, a masculinist, fascistic 
understanding of identity would have been predominant at the time. Indeed, 
such contexts are propitious to the elaboration of conformist social rules, 
which are exclusionary towards minorities, who come to be considered 
“abnormal.”

3c. The First “Sodomite”: Neither Gay nor Trans, but a Rapist

It would appear that the caliphs, following the Prophet’s death, condemned 
“sodomites,” who were neither transgender nor gay, but rather pagans who 
perpetuated the traditions of their patriarchal ancestors, combining violent, 
imposed sexuality, and idolatrous spirituality. The f irst of those to be con-
demned for “sodomy,” during the reign of Abu Bakr, was Fuja’a, a member 
of a tribe then engaged in armed conflict against the centralized power 
in Medina, which had grown increasingly fragile due to the passing of the 
Prophet and the ensuing power struggle. Fuja’a was a renegade, a political 
dissident who was known to humiliate his enemies on the battlefield. He was 
caught by a famous general of the caliphate, Khalid ibn al-Walid, known for 
his severity and his promptitude to massacre entire populations if deemed 
necessary to maintain the honour of Muslims, even if this sometimes went 

3 Consider these verses, for example: “Indeed, those who believed and those who were Jews or 
Christians or Sabeans – those who believed in Allah and the Last Day and did righteousness – will 
have their reward with their Lord, and no fear will there be concerning them, nor will they grieve” 
(Qur’an, 2:62); “Say, “O People of the Scripture, come to a word that is equitable between us and 
you – that we will not worship except Allah and not associate anything with Him and not take 
one another as lords instead of Allah.” But if they turn away, then say, “Bear witness that we are 
Muslims” (Qur’an, 3:64).
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against the recommendations of his own Prophet.4 Nevertheless, this “sword 
of Islam,” as some historians have called Al-Walid, hesitated on how to 
execute Fuja’a, who was described, in a missive addressed to the caliph Abu 
Bakr, as having given himself to the practices of the people of Lot. However, 
what exactly do we know about the f irst “sodomite” who was condemned 
to death by the f irst caliphs of Islam and, above all, about the context of 
this unprecedented condemnation?

While this remains the most precise case of the condemnation of a 
“sodomite” and provides us with several key historical details, which confirm 
its authenticity, there are nevertheless a few grey areas concerning Fuja’a.5 
There are various versions that relate different crimes allegedly committed 
by Fuja’a. For example, depending on the version, Fuja’a is either said to 
have raped another man on the battlef ield, had a zoophilic sexual relation 
with an animal, or engaged in a consensual sexual relation with another 
man adopting the “top” position. Were some so profoundly insulted by the 
rapes committed by Fuja’a on some of their comrades that they decided to 
then paint him as a zoophile and, moreover, a “bottom”?

Hence, according to Arno Schmitt, there were in total more than 26 
accounts of the condemnation of “sodomites” by caliphs, but only one could 
be traced back to the Prophet: “Kill the active and the passive […]. And 
whoever does it with an animal, kill them and kill the animal as well” 
(2001-2002, p. 61). Where does this confusion between “sodomy” and zoophilia 
come from? Moreover, why should an animal who, one presumes, hardly 
asked to be “sodomized” be killed? The case of Fuja’a left a lasting mark. 
Yet, his name should not be associated with either the mukhannathun or 
same-sex desiring males, but rather with rape or treason. If Fuja’a was the 
first “sodomite” condemned after the death of the Prophet for a crime similar 
to those of the people of Lot, then “sodomy,” epistemologically speaking, 
has nothing to do with homosexuality, at least as we understand it today.

4 He was nicknamed “the sword of Islam,” even if the Prophet condemned some of his exces-
sively violent acts. For example, during a military campaign against the tribe of Al-Jadhima, near 
Medina, he was quick to execute all the prisoners because he doubted their sincere conversion. 
Upon learning this, the Prophet reportedly said “O Allah! I am free from what Khalid bin al-Walid 
has done,” repeating this twice (Sahih al-Bukhari, 7189).
5 The details in the corpus of hadiths tend to suggest that this particular hadith was heard 
(or created) by a relative of the Prophet; but this also means that this hadith was probably a 
simple opinion of one of the Prophet’s contemporaries since at that time the f iqh, the Islamic 
jurisprudence, was not as codif ied and strictly segmented as it is today. The difference between a 
companion’s opinion and a teaching of the Prophet remains, in such cases, diff icult to establish 
with certainty.
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In another variant of this story, closer to Qur’anic ethics, but still likely to 
be apocryphal (see Figure 3), several crimes are proscribed, including the 
“crime of the people of Lot”:

Figure 3 Chains of narration of apocryphal hadiths condemning ‘sodomites’
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God curses whoever sacrif ices an animal to another deity than Allah, 
and God curses him who distorts the limits of creation, and God curses 
him who cuts the way to a blind man, and God curses him who insults his 
parents, and God curses him who imposes himself on those who are not 
his slaves, and God curses him who indulges in the crime of the people 
of Lot. (Kugle, 2010, p. 118)

Similarly, consider this other hadith, attributed to a companion named Jabir: 
“I have heard the Prophet say, What I fear most for my community is the 
crime of the people of Lot” (Jami at-Tirmidhi, 1457; Sunan ibn Majah, 2563).6 
However, the “crime of the people of Lot” is not same-sex desire. The Qur’an 
describes the so-called “sodomites” as criminals, highwaymen, and bandits 
who rape strangers, whether men or women, and not simply as men whose 
more or less exclusive sexual preference is for other men. To summarize 
the conclusions on the status of “sodomites” during Islam’s f irst century:
– None were condemned during the lifetime of the Prophet for such a 

crime. Indeed, Islamic ethics, as found in the Qur’an and incarnated 
by the Prophet, enjoin us to respect diversity (of genders, sexualities, 
ethnicities, religiosities, etc.), as a fundamental duty.

– The case of Fuja’a has nothing to do with mukhannathun, but with the 
conduct of a criminal, a highwayman, who raped his enemies on the 
battlef ield and who was thus publicly burned as an example for those 
who might have wanted to rebel against the nascent centralized, political 
power in Medina (Al-Tabari, 1997, vol. 3, pp. 264-265).

– Finally, there is no record of Fuja’a having had a partner, even though 
many apocryphal traditions condemn the passive and the active partners 
involved in sexual intercourse between men. Fuja’a’s “partners” were, 
then, not his partners, properly speaking, but his victims.

In view of this systemic analysis of scriptural sources related to the question 
of “sodomy,” it is clear that “the crime of the people of Lot,” known in Arab-
Muslim lands as liwat and in the West by the term sodomy, was understood 
by early Muslims as referring to a constellation of reprehensible acts, cited in 
the Qur’an, including the rape of a man by another man, but not consensual 
same-sex relations in themselves. Now that the epistemological origins of 
this term are clearer, let us now continue our systematic analysis of the 
condemnation of “sodomy” in the corpus of the Islamic tradition.

6 It is possible that the Prophet never said such a thing since variations of this hadith are 
classif ied as weak (da’if ).
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IV. Islamic Apocrypha Advocating the 
Stoning of “Sodomites”

Abstract
This chapter investigates how some Qur’anic traditions take a stance in 
relation to the death sentence for “sodomites” that was allegedly recom-
mended – without ever being applied – by the Prophet. It is shown how 
all the different versions of these traditions can be traced back to a single, 
unreliable source.

Keywords: traditions classif ication, reliable sources, the Prophet’s 
companions

4a. The Sectarian Ideology of Fatwas Associating “Sodomy” 
with Apostasy

It may appear diff icult to gain a clear understanding of the matter at hand 
through these 20 or so traditions, most of which are certainly apocryphal. 
Nevertheless, one of the versions of these traditions might help us take a 
stance in relation to the sole death sentence for “sodomites” allegedly recom-
mended – without ever being applied – by the Prophet. All the different 
versions of these traditions concerning the status of “sodomites” go back 
to a single source (isnad), namely the controversial f igure of ‘Ikrimah, an 
Amazigh slave captured during one of the f irst military campaigns of the 
Muslims in North Africa. There is no alternative chain of narration; all the 
isnad of these traditions pass, in one way or another, through this single 
narrator (Kugle, 2010, p. 103).

‘Ikrimah was in the service of Ibn ‘Abbas, a cousin of the Prophet. ‘Ikrimah 
was at once praised for the breadth of his knowledge and criticized for his 
tendency to exaggerate (Ibn S’ad, 1904, vol. 2, p. 133).1 Renowned hadith 

1 For a summary of ‘Ikrimah, see Juynboll, 1983, pp. 55-57.
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scholars, such as Al-Bukhari and Muslim, systematically rejected any oral 
tradition which had ‘Ikrimah as the only narrator. Several companions of 
the Prophet, among whom students of Ibn ‘Abbas himself, were wary of 
‘Ikrimah. One such companion, Tawus, is reported to have said the following 
about Ibn ‘Abbas’s slave: “If only this slave, belonging to Ibn ‘Abbas, could 
fear God and refrain from disseminating his hadiths like someone keeping 
his camel attached” (Ibn S’ad, 1904, vol. 2, pp. 212-226). Suff ice it to say that 
several people considered ‘Ikrimah a liar. In accordance with the basic 
principles of determining the authenticity of hadiths, the slightest doubt 
about a narrator ought to compel us to reject all of his hadith narrations. 
Moreover, not only is the veracity of numerous hadiths narrated by ‘Ikrimah 
in doubt, but he was also illiterate in matters of Qur’anic exegesis.

Fitr ibn Khalifa, a close relative of the Prophet’s family, who is recognized 
as a trusted narrator by both Sunnis and Shi’as, considered ‘Ikrimah to be 
a kaddab (liar) (Al-Maqrizi, 1994, p. 577). This too was the opinion of other 
renowned narrators who lived some years after the death of the Prophet, 
such as Mujahid and Ibn Sirin. In addition, hadith evaluator Ibn ‘Adi and 
jurist Sa’id ibn al-Musayyab also agreed (Al-Maqrizi, 1994, p. 578). Indeed, a 
long list of early Islamic f igures considered ‘Ikrimah to be an untrustworthy 
narrator who inappropriately made use his status as the slave of a close 
companion of the Prophet.

More shockingly, ‘Ikrimah was part of one of the most violent sects of 
Islam’s f irst centuries. The Kharijites, yesteryear’s equivalent of today’s 
“jihadists,” claimed to preach radical equality among all Muslims. They 
ended up turning against the central power of the caliphate, assassinating 
the highly respected ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, the Prophet’s very own son-in-law, the 
fourth and last caliph to rule over all Muslims before the great Islamic schism 
into Sunnism and Shi’ism.2 Initially supporters of ‘Ali, the Kharijites turned 
against him, with one of them eventually succeeding in murdering him 
with a poisoned sword, while he was praying at a mosque. Thus, ‘Ikrimah, 
in addition to being considered an inveterate liar, was associated with 
these political crimes that have forever tainted the Islamic tradition. Ibn 
al-Jazari (1350-1429), a famous Damascene scholar – a hafiz (someone who 
has memorized the entire Qur’an) and a muhaddith (a hadith expert) – had 
the following to say: “People speak badly about him [‘Ikrimah] because of his 
political opinions, not [only] because of these teachings, [but also] because 
he is accused of following the doctrines and opinions of the Kharijites’ 

2 Following the Battle of Karbala on 10 October 680 and the execution of Al-Husayn ibn ‘Ali 
ibn Abi Talib, the last of the Prophet’s direct descendants.
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(Al-Jazari, 1933, vol. 1, p. 515). This is confirmed by one of the great founding 
imams of Sunnism, Imam Malik, who only retains one single hadith from 
‘Ikrimah (Al-Maqrizi, 1994, p. 578). Imam Malik also accused him of having 
exported his regicide doctrine to North Africa, particularly to his native 
land Ifriqya (comprising what is today Tunisia, western Libya, and eastern 
Algeria).

Thus, it was only after the death of the Prophet and in a period of intense 
political and theological challenges that some Islamic sects established 
exclusive and heteronormative fatwas. This was the basis of their so-called 
“Islamic,” homophobic, elitist and sectarian jurisprudence, which had lit-
tle – if any – link with the Islamic ethics advocated for in the Qur’an and 
incarnated by the Prophet. The suffriyya, a so-called “moderate” Kharijite 
sect, advocated no less than the death penalty for “fornicators,” particularly 
adulterers and “sodomites.” This was despite the fact that the Qur’an only 
brings up flogging as a punishment during that period for adulterers and 
is silent regarding the punishment of “sodomites.” Indeed, the Kharijites 
did not merely consider “sodomites” as sinners, but as apostates, following 
‘Ali’s declaration that people like Fuja’a the rapist were “great sinners” who 
deserved the worst of deaths. Whence the confusion of most Shi’a sects, 
even today, who consider homosexuality as a kufr: an apostasy punishable 
by death.

In his Al-Muwatta, Imam Malik was the first to assert that the companions 
of the Prophet were in consensus (ijma’) on stoning “sodomites.” A century 
after Imam Malik (d. 795), the great hadith scholar Ibn Maja (d. 887) 
presented this tradition as – admittedly indirectly – coming from the 
Prophet’s very mouth and whose matan – unheard of before then – became 
the following:

The Prophet said of those people who indulge in the crime of the People 
of Lot: “Stone the one who is above [the active] and the one below [the 
passive], stone them together.” (Sunan ibn Majah, 2561)

However, it seems increasingly clear that this tradition only reflects the 
debate between more or less conservative and patriarchal jurists, during 
the eighth century, and not the ethical recommendations of the Prophet 
during the seventh century. Moreover, this version of the only tradition 
condemning “sodomites” to death (by stoning) is based solely on the words 
of another contemporary of the Prophet, who just like ‘Ikrimah, had a 
particularly controversial reputation: Abu Hurayrah.
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Figure 4  Apocryphal hadiths concerning the execution or stoning of ‘sodomites’
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report 1a. The Prophet would have said: “Whoever you find doing the act of the Tribe of lot, kill 
the one doing and the one done to.”
report 1b. The Prophet would have said: “Kill the one on top and the one on bottom.”
report 2. “‘ali ordered a man to be burned alive for sodomy.”
report 3a. The Prophet would have said about those people who do the deed of the people of lot: 
“stone the one on top and the one on bottom, stone them both together.”
report 3b. If you find an unmarried man doing sodomy (lutyia): “He is stoned.”

companions:
1. cousin of the Prophet muhammad (asWs), 

died between 68 and 74 a.H.
1. died between 57 and 78 a.H.
second generation followers:
3. ‘Ikrima, slave of Ibn ‘abbass
3. sa’id ibn Jubayr
4. mujahid
5. abu salih, father of suhayl
later narrators:
7. suhayl ibn abi salih
7. ‘asim ibn ‘umar
8. ‘abdallah ibn nafi’
9. yunus ibn ‘abd al a’la
10. Ibn Khuthaym
11. Ibn Jurayj
12. ‘abd al razzaq
13. Ishaq ibn Ibrahim ibn rahawayh
14. ayyub

15. Isma’il
16. ‘abdallah’s father
17. ‘abdallah
18. dawud ibn al Hasin
19. Ibn abi Habiba
20. abu al Qasim ibn abi al Zannad
21. ‘amr ibn abi ‘amr
22. ‘abd al ‘aziz ibn muhammad (al darawardi)
23. abu salam al Khuza’i
24. abu Bakr ibn Khalid
25. muhammad ibn sabbah
26. muhammad ibn “amir al sawwaq
27. ‘abdallah ibn muhammad ibn abi nufayli
Hadith recorders:

IH – Ibn Hazm
Im – Ibn maja
ad – abu dawud
T – al Tirmidhi
H – Ibn Hanbal

source: Kugle, 2010, p. 103.
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4b. A Former Mukhannath’s Internalized Homophobia and 
Misogyny

Abu Hurayrah, who narrated a number of homophobic hadiths, was one of 
the Prophet’s most controversial companions. Like Abu Hurayrah, narrators 
of such hadiths tend to be both demonstrably homophobic and misogynistic 
and of dubious reputations. Fatima Mernissi, one of the most illustrious 
Muslim feminists of recent decades, explains this brilliantly, particularly 
in her book The Veil and the Male Elite (1991). Through her various critical, 
feminist, and progressive studies, we learn in particular that Al-Bukhari 
was aware of Abu Hurayrah’s reputation. Al-Bukhari relates, for example, 
that “people said that Abu Hurayrah narrated too many hadiths.” Omar 
ibn al-Khatab, the second caliph of Islam, allegedly said the following: “We 
have a lot to say, but we are afraid to say them; this man [Abu Hurayrah] 
has no restraint” (Ibn Hajar, 2010). Indeed, Abu Hurayrah narrated more 
than 5,300 hadith, placed in the six most authentic collections, despite his 
somewhat problematic reputation. The number of hadiths narrated by Abu 
Hurayrah was more than any other companion of the Prophet; more than 
even his own wives, such as Aisha, who was already at the time a reference 
in Islamic jurisprudence and ethics. Besides, in order to narrate that many 
hadiths, Abu Hurayrah, who only converted to Islam some two years before 
the death of the Prophet, would have had to spend all his time listening 
to every single thing the Prophet said in order to recount more than half a 
dozen hadiths by day (if we take into consideration all the different versions 
of a same hadith).

Moreover, Abu Hurayrah himself appears, at the very least, to have had 
questions about his own sexuality. He spoke about this with the Prophet 
who, far from condemning him, advised him to accept his destiny:

I [Abu Hurayrah] said, “O Messenger of God, I am a young man and I fear 
the torments of my soul, but I cannot f ind the means to marry a woman.”3 
The Prophet remained silent, then I said the same thing again, and he 
remained silent, and I said the same thing again, and he remained silent, 
and then I said the same thing again. Then the Prophet of God said: “O 
Abu Huraira, the pen is dried as to what can be agreed upon for those of 
you.” (Sahih al-Bukhari, 5076)

3 “Innee rajulun shaabbun wa ana akhaafu ‘alaa nafsee al3’anata wa laa ajidu ma atazawwaju 
bihi an3nisaa’a” (إنِّ رَُجٌل شابٌّ وأنا أخاُف عىل نَفِس الَعَنَت َوال أِجُد ما أتَزَوَُّج ِبِه النِّساَء).
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For comparison, recall that when Uthman ibn ‘Affan – who would become 
caliph after the death of the Prophet – came to ask the Prophet if he 
could be allowed to live a life of abstinence, it was denied to him (Sahih 
Muslim, 1402). Abu Hurayrah thus appeared troubled by the fact that he felt 
himself incapable of marrying a woman. Nevertheless, he ended up getting 
married and having children, doubtlessly motivated by his desire for social 
recognition, power, and money, and aware of the inherently subaltern 
position of sexual minorities during his time. He went from being the 
protégé of the Prophet’s wives to being the governor of Bahrayn (eastern 
Arabia) where he enriched himself at the expense of the people.4 Women 
and mukhannathun were not the only ones to suffer from Abu Hurayrah’s 
internalized hatred.

‘Omar ibn al-Khatab considered Abu Hurayrah to be “the biggest liar 
among the muhaddithin [companions of the Prophet who narrated hadiths]” 
(Al-Tabari, 1997, vol. 21, p. 157). Thus, Omar threatened to exile him and 
send him back to Yemen, his country of origin, if he persisted in spreading 
false hadiths (Al-Tabari, 1997, vol. 21, p. 157). Aisha too rejected one of his 
hadiths, which related – supposedly from the mouth of the Prophet himself, 
according to Abu Hurayrah – that a believing woman who abused a cat was 
languishing in hell:

We were at Aisha’s and Abu Hurayrah was with us. Aisha said to him: 
“Abu Hurayrah, did you say that you heard the Prophet saying that a 
women went to hell because she starved a cat?” Abu Hurayrah replied: 
“I heard the Prophet say that.” To which Aisha said: “The believer holds 
too much value in the eyes of God to be punished because of a cat […]. 
Abu Hurayrah, the next time you set out to quote the Prophet, be careful 
of what you say.” (Ibn Hajar, 2010, vol. 7, p. 118)

We know that Abu Hurayrah could not stand cats being abused. Indeed, he 
was nicknamed Abu Hurayrah (father of kittens) because of his love of cats. 
This cat-loving, dog-hating5 contemporary of the Prophet, who was likely a 
repressed gay man without desire for women, became clearly homophobic 

4 Moreover, after the death of the Prophet, Caliph Omar appointed him governor of Bahrayn as 
successor of Al-Ala’a al-Hadrami, who had just died, in the year 20 of the hegira. This appointment, 
however, was quickly annulled when Omar replaced him with Uthman ibn Abu al-As upon 
learning that Abu Hurayrah had taken 20,000 dinars from the Bahrain treasury for his personal 
affairs.
5 He was also the narrator of hadiths that stated dogs to be more impure than cats, claiming, 
for example, that their presence would annul a believer’s prayer.
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and misogynistic and produced so-called hadiths that condemned, at 
random, dogs, women, and gay people.

We are faced here with the penultimate stage of the integration of these 
téléphone-arabe apocryphal traditions into the Islamic theoretical corpus. 
Now that claims, opinions, heated debates, political ideology, and the 
internalized homophobia of some of these first Muslims have been identified, 
we can better understand the way in which stoning of gay people and women 
became commonplace in certain Arab-Muslim countries, particularly during 
times of identity crisis and outbreaks of tribalism (in the Freudian sense of 
the term). Faced with the fragility of numerous historical sources available 
to them and the dubious reputations of certain narrators, subsequent 
generations of Muslim scholars adopted a policy of cross-referencing, by 
which they sought out different versions of the same hadiths (Kugle, 2010, 
p. 116). For example, the famous hadith scholar Abu Dawud included the 
above hadith, but without quoting Abu Hurayrah. Instead, he quoted Ibn 
‘Abbas, a companion of the Prophet with an irreproachable reputation.

However, even if this version of the hadith thus appears more authentic, it 
includes a major anachronism. This version uses the term loti, which literally 
refers to one who indulges in the crime of the people of Lot. The problem is 
that this term only appears in Arabic literature much later. The term is the 
equivalent of “sodomite” in the West and only appeared at a time of f ierce 
theological debates on what to do with same-sex desiring people. The f irst 
companions of the Prophet systematically used the expression “crime of the 
people of Lot” and not loti. Not to mention the fact that such a judgement, 
in addition to being in contradiction with Islamic ethics as taught by the 
Prophet, would also be in contradiction with the personal position of Ibn 
‘Abbas himself. Indeed, Ibn ‘Abbas, when consulted – among other close 
companions of the Prophet – by the caliph Abu Bakr on the case of Fuja’a, 
clearly positioned himself against stoning or any other similar corporal 
punishment. Moreover, according to Olfa Youssef (2008), a feminist and 
inclusive Tunisian scholar of Islam, Ibn ‘Abbas, an ardent student of the 
Qur’an, never indicated that the Qur’an concerned itself with “consenting 
sexual practices” between individuals of the same sex.

In short, there are three main categories of hadiths that condemn 
homosexuality and transidentity: 1) Those condemning to death individuals 
guilty of the crime of the people of Lot, 2) those condemning the “attitude” 
of transgender or intersex people, and 3) those promising them the worst of 
punishments in the afterlife. As we have seen, though, these hadiths are all 
most likely apocryphal and motivated by ideological, political, or personal 
interest – or indeed, all three at once.
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4c. What the Different Islamic Schools of Thought Advocate

In summary, based on these more or less dubious scriptural sources, different 
Islamic schools of thoughts, pressed to provide legislative tools to jurists, 
each established new legal precedents. Imam Malik ibn Anas (d. 795) was the 
f irst to establish a precedent, considering that stoning was an appropriate 
hadd (a legal punishment for a given crime) for liwat, despite the fact that 
this punishment is nowhere to be found in the Qur’an and is, most likely, 
borrowed from the Jewish tradition by early Islamic jurists (Kugle, 2010, 
p. 147). Among other things, this explains why Imam Malik believed that 
Islamic jurisprudence ought to magnify and strengthen the traditions of Arab 
peoples, regardless of their religion. Indeed, the Maliki school transformed 
patriarchal customs into indisputable Islamic laws.

Imam Abu Hanifa (d. 765) met Imam Malik and expressed his 
disagreement with the latter. Abu Hanifa considered the law to be a tool 
crafted through reason and not the mere product of immutable tradition. 
Above all, the Hannaf is based their doctrine on the following hadith 
attributed to the Prophet: “He who wrongly applies a punishment to another 
has transgressed the law of God” (Al-Qurtubi, 1995, vol. 7, p. 244). Imam Abu 
Hanifa considered that homosexuality was not a form of marital relation, 
as understood by early Muslims, which is to say, from a reproductive point 
of view. In this perspective, homosexual relations were without potentially 
harmful consequences for a hypothetical offspring who, by def inition, 
cannot be conceived through this kind of relation. Consequently, even if 
they do not necessarily approve of homosexuality, the Hannaf is do not 
prescribe any punishment for homosexuality and, in fact, accuse other 
schools of thought of being overzealous in advocating for unnecessary 
corporal punishments.

Imam Al-Shafi’i (d. 820), an adept of analogical reasoning (kiyas) when 
it came to Islamic f iqh, argued that “sodomy” could not be punished in the 
same way as adultery since adultery is defined as extramarital heterosexual 
intercourse. Thus, when it comes to two single men or two single women, 
there ought not to be any moral prejudice (Kugle, 2010, pp. 152-153). Despite 
the fact that this is a phallocratic representation of sexuality – and one that 
is particularly focused on the phobia of the male body being penetrated 
by another male – the Shaf i’i school bases its representation of sharia 
on the notion of well-being and not on so-called “natural” – or rather, 
heteronormative, natalist, and, therefore, arbitrary – laws. Indeed, the 
Shaf i’i school grounds its understanding of sharia on the Islamic ethics 
described in the Qur’an.
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Imam Ahmed ibn Hanbal’s (d. 855) school of thought, which has become 
very popular since the rise of Saudi Wahhabism, considers that “sodomites,” 
“tribades,” and even “masturbators” are great sinners (kaba’ir). Also adopted 
by the Taliban in Afghanistan, this school of thought believes dogma to 
prevail over any other intellectual source, in particular Greek philosophy, 
which, among others, was a source of keen interest and passion for a number 
of Muslim scholars at the time. The Hanbalis also make use of analogical 
reasoning, like the Shafi’is, but in a more literal manner.

Finally, Imam Dawud ibn Khalaf al-Zahiri (d. 833) claimed to be able to 
unify all the other schools of thought under one single banner. The Zahiris 
thus advocated establishing only the very minimum of religious laws, 
and only on the strict basis of verif ied sources. Zahiri scholars such as the 
Andalusian Ibn Hazm (d. 1064) believed there to be no difference between 
various forms of love, be they homosexual or heterosexual (Ibn Hazm, 
1994). Zahiri scholars based their reflections principally on the Qur’an and 
mutawwatir hadiths (hadiths about which there are no doubts). They also 
pointed out that there is no clear consensus (ijma’) among Islamic scholars 
on homosexuality.
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V. Postcolonial Orientalisms

Abstract
This chapter introduces the social consequences of, on the one hand, inclusive 
interpretations and, on the other hand, exclusive (or, quite simply, homophobic, 
transphobic, and misogynistic) interpretations of scripture, showing how 
queer Muslims in France, in Europe, and elsewhere position themselves 
in relation to the theoretical and theological debates in the Islamic world.

Keywords: queer identities, inclusive theology, postcolonialism

The f irst chapters of this book focused on scripture and interpretations and, 
accordingly, I provided an overview of the various interpretations made 
by early Islamic scholars. These interpretations have had an impact on the 
dynamics and politics of gender and sexuality in Islamic cultures throughout 
the ages, right up to contemporary France and North Africa. From the early 
years of Islam to the present, the performative categorization of identity 
has undergone tremendous transformations, across the world, in every 
culture, especially since the acceleration of globalization. I have witnessed 
how the fascization of ideologies, on either side of the Mediterranean Sea, 
has trapped queer Muslim minorities between Islamism and Islamophobia.

An in-depth analysis of these geopolitical dynamics and their 
consequences on queer Muslim identities is not the aim of the present book. 
Nevertheless, I could not avoid a systemic overview of queer French Muslim 
perspectives on these issues, especially in the context of an Orientalism 
defined by Edward Said (1980) as “a series of crude, essentialized caricatures 
of the Islamic world, presented in such a way as to make that world vulnerable 
to military aggression.” This is also similar to how Jasbir Puar (2013) describes 
homonationalism and “how “acceptance” and “tolerance” for gay and lesbian 
subjects have become a barometer by which the right to and capacity for 
national sovereignty is evaluated.”

Therefore, in the chapters that follow, we turn to the social consequences 
of, on the one hand, inclusive interpretations and, on the other hand, 

Zahed, L.M. Homosexuality, Transidentity, and Islam: A Study of Scripture Confronting the Politics 
of Gender and Sexuality. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2020.
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exclusive (or, quite simply, homophobic, transphobic, and misogynistic) 
interpretations of scripture. Indeed, how do queer Muslims in France, in 
Europe, and elsewhere position themselves in relation to these theoretical 
and theological debates? What consequences do these ideological 
positionings have on the social and political life of the polis? The objective 
of the present discussion is not to issue a value judgement as to whether 
a supposed Islamic culture, as commonly understood, or the religion of 
Islam, as generally represented by politicians in Europe or elsewhere, is 
the primary cause of the issues currently facing queer Muslims. Neither is 
the objective to defend my personal position on the matter, since my goal 
here is to objectively study the way in which queer Muslims in France – and 
elsewhere – position themselves in relation to these questions. Rather, the 
purpose of this chapter is to draw inspiration from the way in which issues 
related to gender, sexuality, corporeality, and spirituality were understood 
in the past by Arab-Muslim societies and communities in the Middle East 
and, today, in communities considered by researchers such as Denise Helly 
as constitutive diasporas, especially in France, in order to understand the 
direct and indirect consequences on the way in which queer Muslims in 
contemporary France construct their individual identities.

For some, such as Félix Boggio Éwanjé-Épée and Stella Magliani-Belkacem, 
who describe themselves as opposed to any form of oppression and discrimi-
nation and draw inspiration from Joseph Massad, “homosexuality, as an 
identity” is a “notion” that does not correspond to those from Arab-Muslim 
societies, including their descendants in French quartiers populaires. In a 
review of Éwanjé-Épée and Magliani-Belkacem’s book Les féministes blanches 
et l’empire (2012), Aurélia Léon (2013) states that:

Les féministes blanches et l’empire provoked heated debate and reactions: 
[a controversial article] in Rue89, a surprising review by Serge Halimi 
lamenting the vacuity of the analysis (which, conversely, might suggest 
that it is urgent to further pursue [the f ield of] critical whiteness studies!), 
an expected response in the Cahiers du féminisme, under the pen of 
[sociologist] Josette Trat, denouncing an “imaginary feminist plot.” 
[There is] no doubt that criticisms can be made of the method applied 
[by Éwanjé-Épée and Magliani-Belkacem], but the heuristic signif icance 
of their against-the-grain analysis of dominant historiography remains 
intact. Thus, João Gabriell Galli, in the magazine Movements, shares his 
“doubts about [the authors’ approach of] explaining practices in the 
present through [a set of] historical, without [applying] a more general 
method of historicization showing breaks and continuities.” Still, he 
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acknowledges, that “the elements highlighted by the authors are still 
very revealing, and the similarities of past and present discourses on the 
[Islamic] veil are sometimes striking.”

Even radical left-wing activists were unconvinced by the book’s methodology, 
even if they recognized its signif icance. According to the French anarchist 
organization Alternative libertaire’s Christine Orne (2013):

The taking into account – or rather the not taking into account – of 
racist oppression within movements of struggle (feminism, syndicalism, 
etc.) is a false question. But the synthesis made by this book is at once 
caricatural and erroneous: white feminists use empire and racism 
to make their own demands come true, while non-white feminists 
struggle against empire and racism. The authors’ thesis is simple: the 
vast majority of Western feminists (hegemonic feminism) have rallied to 
the racist system opportunistically to advance their own demands. […] 
But there is no collusion between feminists and racist power. Feminists 
do not use racism to advance their cause. At the end of the book, the 
authors rapidly mention the abolitionist f ight against prostitution, 
which is described as putophobia (whorephobia) and likened to racism. 
A sort of convergence of struggles without basis, but quite in fashion 
at the moment? There is also a chapter on homophobia, where it is 
rightly pointed out that homophobia, like sexism, is today racialized in 
dominant discourse as virtually only existing in the banlieues. [But] a 
strange and unsupported theory is repeated: the homoerotic practices 
of Arab countries are not homosexuality (which is an identity) and 
the repression of these practices is not homophobia. Again, the only 
argument is that elsewhere, sexuality is not the same and that forms 
of eroticization have complex trajectories.

Despite the innovative political scope of such an analysis, these critics 
nevertheless seem to want at all costs to respond to one extreme with 
another. This explains the stormy reception that this book encountered. 
However, “white,” bourgeois feminists are increasingly succumbing to the 
sirens of the so-called “clash of civilizations,” claiming, as does Elisabeth 
Badinter, that “we shouldn’t be afraid of being called Islamophobic.” I will 
not dwell on the possible interpretations of such statements, but this kind 
of debate is exactly the breeding ground that extremists of all stripes hasten 
to exploit for political purposes. Nevertheless, why do such tensions invade 
the public sphere around the question of corporealities and spiritualities? 
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How do the primarily concerned individuals, from these beleaguered 
communities, react to these heated, politically charged debates?

In keeping with the postcolonialist paradigm followed by these libertar-
ian writers, Massad begins his book, Desiring Arabs, by stating that, since 
arriving in the United States, he has been arguing “with many Westerners 
and a few Arabs who reproduced the discourse of sexual identities as 
‘universals’ and upheld their ‘right’ to defend such identities wherever they 
were repressed” (2007, p. ix). The stated objective of Massad’s book is “to 
introduce a necessary criticism to which most remained blind, and could 
shift the object of discourse from sexual desire onto how discourse about 
sex is incited and how it relates to concepts like civilization and culture” 
(2007, pp. ix-x).

Is there a colonialist and postmodern tension – or not – in terms of gender 
and sexuality on either sides of the Mediterranean? That is the question. 
Massad’s central thesis, which he presents with elegance and supports with 
numerous bibliographical references in Arabic, is that academic debates, 
which have been ongoing since the nineteenth century, concerning the 
categorization of those who have sex with members of the same sex in the 
“Arab world,”1 is supposedly linked to, or even constitutive of “political, 
economic and military conquests” (2007, p. 1).

If Orientalism is, at its origin, a nineteenth-century Western literary and 
artistic current, it is also, according to Massad and his mentor Edward Said, a 
political ideology that is underpinned by an imagined “Orient” and supports 
the domination of the West over the East, and specif ically Arab societies. 
Said highlights the fact that, through an Orientalism constructed expressly 
in view of domination, the West did not allow the East to def ine itself. 
Instead, Orientalist lenses discarded the possibility for truly understanding 
sociocultural dynamics from an insider’s perspective.

Said’s Orientalism opens with a quote from Marx (1997): “They cannot 
represent themselves; they must be represented.” The paragraph in which 
this sentence appears in Marx’s text provides deeper insight into the 
interconnected nature of oppressions and dominations:

They are therefore incapable of asserting their class interest in their 
own name, whether through a parliament or a convention. They cannot 
represent themselves, they must be represented. Their representative must 
at the same time appear as their master, as an authority over them, an 

1 A term he seems to, at least partially, refute and which he considers to be developed in 
parallel with European colonization.
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unlimited governmental power which protects them from the other classes 
and sends them rain and sunshine from above. The political influence 
of the small-holding peasants, therefore, f inds its f inal expression in the 
executive power which subordinates society to itself. (1997)

This is therefore, above all, a question related to economic power, class 
struggle, the exploitation of one social group by another, and not “simply” a 
question of racial or sexual domination, even though racism against “Arabs,”2 
for more than a century in the West, has played a preponderant role, as a 
privileged vector of this class struggle whose theatre is now transgeographic 
and globalized. The very term “culture” emerged in the eighteenth century, 
as did the term “civilization,” and then “civilizations” in the plural, in 
opposition to “savagery” (Williams, 1983, pp. 57-93). This was in order to 
designate the culture of plantations, and then the way to educate children, 
before designating today a “category” independent from the socioeconomic 
and geopolitical context in which it should be studied, as well as the arts 
or religious beliefs, which are more generally considered as “objects” of 
“interdependent” studies. In that respect, Said notes:

The Orientalists – from Renan to Goldziher to Macdonald to von 
Grunebaum, Gibb and Bernard Lewis – saw Islam, for example, as a 
“cultural synthesis” […] that could be studied apart from the economics, 
sociology, and politics of the Islamic peoples. (1994, p. 105)

Both in the past and in the present, it is problematic to conceptualize Islam 
as a reif ied entity, existing by itself, deciding and explaining everything, 
instead of the real-life individuals who are reduced to indigènes worshipping 
an apocryphal (anti-Christ) God. The essentialist construction of a culture of 
“enlightenment” placed in opposition to a culture of “despotism” has direct 
consequences on social dynamics, and consequently on the ways in which 
individuals define themselves. Many queer Muslims are engaged in an ever-
evolving quest for identity in which they determine how they live out their 
Muslimness and their sexuality in the public sphere. Nevertheless, Massad 
considers those who adopt what he considers a categorizing, essentializing, 

2 This terminology has evolved over the centuries, in response to threats perceived by Christian 
nations from the northern shores of the Mediterranean. For example, European merchants 
and ecclesiastics visiting the other side of the Mediterranean sometimes called these people 
Mahometans or Moors, a term of Greek origin and designating in medieval times the Muslim 
populations of the Mediterranean. See Matar, 2008, and Grosrichard, 1979.
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or even “elitist” identity perspective, are ideologically influenced, sometimes 
unwittingly, by geopolitical determining factors.

Quoting Reinhard Schulze, Massad argues that a consequence of this 
ideological orientation of the sexual paradigm, the increasingly medical-
ized representations of the dynamics at work within these societies were 
modelled on “the political interpretation of historical development current 
in the nineteenth century,” as developed in and “imported” from Europe 
(2007, p. 3). Before analysing in more detail Massad’s arguments, and those 
of other dogmatic and/or pan-Arabist writers, we must f irst examine the 
origins of the processes currently at work on the transformations of modern 
performative representations, linked to gender and sexuality, within Arab-
Muslim societies and communities.
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VI. “Abnormals”: From Cultural Diversity 
to Dogmatic Uniformity

Abstract
This chapter addresses how the nineteenth century, and its waves of 
colonization around the world, saw the medicalization of the representa-
tion that individuals within European societies, France, the UK, and 
Arab-Muslim societies developed of their national identities, until then 
considered to be “cultural,” or even civilizational, identities, in particular, 
through the “normalization” of sexual orientations and gender identities.

Keywords: European colonization, the Arab world, sexuality’s emergence

The nineteenth century brought with it the medicalization of the repre-
sentation that individuals within European societies, France, UK, and 
then Arab-Muslim societies, developed of their national identities, until 
then considered as “cultural,” or even civilizational, identities, in particular 
through the “normalization” of sexual orientations and gender identities. For 
indeed, is there a more eff icient, more devious, way to control individuals 
than by inducing fear and guilt, and, if necessary, by employing verbal 
and physical violence on their most instinctive sexual behaviours? This 
historic movement towards greater control over European identities, which 
would lead to twentieth-century fascism in Europe, was accompanied and 
marked, during the same period, by increasingly radical colonial policies 
and equally strict, xenophobic control over those who were considered 
“natives” of territories now belonging, in theory, to the imperial metropoles.

For example, at the time, the narratives of Europeans such as William 
Lemprière, a traveller and doctor who exceptionally gained access to 
Ottoman or Moroccan harems, contrast sharply with those from two 
centuries earlier about female doctors, or midwives, who practised various 
types of medicine within these same harems, without the need for European 
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doctors. Things began to change during this period, as Lemprière’s narrative 
suggests:

[My Jewish guest in Morocco] told me the story of a European surgeon 
who had been summoned to the Moorish prince, and who had been 
shot in the head by the ingratitude of his illustrious patient, who did not 
follow the surgeon’s prescriptions, but then made him responsible for his 
ailments, which, instead of diminishing, increased. This unjust prince had 
forced the surgeon to kill himself in his presence. (Lemprière, 1990, p. 59)

Jean Potocki, an eighteenth-century Polish aristocrat who travelled 
extensively and wrote about Russia, the Ottoman Empire, and Morocco 
(in 1791), was reportedly sent on a mission of diplomacy and espionage. 
Potocki maintained a more empathetic, and more nuanced, relationship 
with Moroccan society than Lemprière. Potocki recounts, in particular, the 
fact that some Moroccan women at the time were judges:

I must not forget an interesting anecdote. The [European] ambassador 
received, among other visitors, the sharifs, who are female magistrates 
responsible for the conduct of women. This court of Queen Berthe was 
composed of three old mulatto women, whose faces were tattooed with 
rays and flowers. They seemed cheerful and easy-going. (2004, p. 91)

These stories also contrast with the description of various medical 
practices within these institutions: humoral (in the sense of the four 
humours), traditional, and religious. In terms of increasingly fascist, and 
medicalized, control of identities and gender, these historical facts are of 
paramount importance, especially with regard to the place once accorded 
to femininity.

Drawing on cultural representations of a continuity between the status 
of men and women – and of a complementarity between masculinity and 
femininity – since the early centuries of Islam, Fatima Mernissi argues that:

Not only [were] the women of the Qurashi [the ruling Arab tribe in Mecca 
at the time of the Prophet Muhammad] aristocracy […] highly enough 
esteemed as a social group to come, like the men, to swear allegiance 
and to take part in the negotiations with the new military leader of 
the city [the Prophet, after the conquest of Mecca by the Muslims], but 
also […] they could express a boldly critical attitude toward Islam [this 
being in reference to Hind, born of Meccan aristocracy and wife to the 



“aBnormals”: from culTural dIversIT y To doGmaTIc unIformIT y 63

governor of Mecca at the time, who def ied the Prophet for years and 
went so far as to kill his uncle, before converting to Islam]. They were not 
going to accept the new religion without knowing exactly how it would 
improve their situation. This critical spirit on the part of women toward 
the political leader remained alive and well during the f irst decades of 
Islam. It only disappeared with the onset of absolutism, with Mu’awiya 
and the turning of Islam into a dynastic system. This meant, on the 
one hand, the disappearance of the tribal aristocratic spirit with the 
formation of the Muslim state, and, on the other hand, the disappearance 
of Islam as the Prophet’s experiment in living, in which equality, however 
merely potential it might be, opened the door to the dream of a practising 
democracy. (1987, p. 241)

Mernissi devoted a part of her research to deconstructing oral traditions, 
considered authentic hadiths, but which in reality were only created years 
after the death of the Prophet, no doubt in order to establish or strengthen 
within Arab-Islamic societies, century after century, a patriarchal social 
order, based on the fantasy of a hegemonic and all-powerful masculinity:

Despite all [the] precautions and clarif ications [of certain verses in the 
Qur’an], men continued to try to suppress the egalitarian dimension of 
Islam. These men, who came to Islam to enrich themselves and have a 
better life, were caught by surprise by this dimension of the new religion. 
They suddenly found themselves stripped of their most personal privileges. 
And, unlike slavery that affected only the wealthy, the change in the 
status of women affected them all. No man was spared, whatever his 
class or means. (1987, p. 159)

Similarly, in Iran, Afsaneh Najmabadi stresses the fact that, since the so 
called “Islamic” revolution, “many political challenges are posed by framing 
transsexuality within a dominant mapping of sexuality that explicitly 
renders as diseased, abnormal, deviant and at times criminal any sexual 
or gender non-conformity (including transsexuality itself, as well as same-
sex desires and practices)” (2008, p. 24). Shannon Shah (2018), examining 
sexuality in another part of the so-called “Muslim world,” also comes to 
the same conclusion, through a rare glimpse into the life of gay and lesbian 
Muslims in Britain and Malaysia. In the course of extensive ethnographic 
f ieldwork, Shah interviewed gay Muslims in order to better understand their 
hopes, dreams, aspirations and everyday struggles in a time of heightened 
identity fascization.
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In other words, whatever the origins of these axiological transformations, 
following what is commonly considered the Islamic golden age, this diversity 
of scientif ic approaches, and the resulting social, identity and political 
representations, in particular in relation to the relationship between 
the sexes, would have gradually given way to a uniform, medicalizing, 
knowledge imported from the West. The latter is also prey, especially during 
the modern era, to a more than ever dichotomous representation of gender 
and sexualities (Foucault, 1976).



VII. Towards a Structural Reevaluation of 
Cultural Values

Abstract
How can French queer Muslims recognize themselves in identities which 
are alternative to the white heterosexual one? Do they betray a part of the 
heritage of their forefathers by embracing those alternative identities? How 
to address this problematic – as well as the question of ethical values – is 
intensively discussed within French queer Muslim circles.

Keywords: queer Muslim activism, restructuration, postmodernity

For over ten years now, queer French Muslims have been caught between 
one extreme (virilist and pan-Arabist Islamism) and another (European 
nationalism). The former pretends that (gender) diversity and Islam are 
incompatible, while the latter adopts (neo)colonial strategies to assimilate 
diverse cultures into a homogenous whole that conforms to particular 
(all while pretending to be universal) social, political and identity norms. 
Thus, the question remains whether queer French Muslims can recognize 
themselves within identities that are alternative to white heterosexuality. 
Would they be betraying a part of their ancestors’ heritage by embracing 
those alternative identities?

There are historical antecedents to these sorts of ref lexive questions 
in Arab-Muslim history. For instance, Ghâlib (1797-1869),1 the last of the 
Mughal poets, expressed himself very openly in 1861 on the question of 
same-sex relations and age differences to his friend Ala Ud Din Ahmad Khan 
Alai (Kidwai, 2001, p. 189). However, in another letter, Ghâlib reprimanded 
his friend who had left his wife to engage in pederastic relations with a 
member of the same sex: “Is this any way to behave to leave your wife for a 
boy?” Within the same philosophical tradition, ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi 

1 Born Mirza Asadullah Baig Khan.
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(1641-1731), a famous Sufi Sheikh born in Damascus, responded to those who 
advocated the other extreme:

They disapprove of the contemplation of beauty and put on equal footing 
the wolf and the gazelle, repealing their difference. They would like to 
abolish in the eyes of humanity any shade between freshness and oldness. 
And this by the weight of their personality and the def iciencies of their 
malevolent and diminished spirit. They think evil of others and, tomorrow, 
this will lead them to torment. (Al-Nabulusi, 2001, p. 36)

Ghâlib and other Muslim mystics were therefore aware of the delicate 
balance at the time between, on the one hand, male responsibilities towards 
the family and the Muslim Mughal society and, on the other hand, the 
pursuit of homosexual relationships, outside the private circle and with 
a certain discretion, within a circle that could be described as “intimate.” 
Such a balance would seem to have disappeared in our modern societies, 
where identities are increasingly categorized, sometimes unknowingly.

The famous Mir Taqi Mir (1723-1810)2 was the most explicit Urdu-language 
poet on same-sex love. Mir was born in Agra, lived most of his life in Delhi, 
and died in Lucknow in Uttar Pradesh. Mir was married with children, but 
his poetry was rooted in pederasty. Mir did not hide, for example, his love 
for the son of a perfumer and the son of a mason. It is also said that Mir had 
a relationship with an older poet, named Muhammad Yar Khaksar, whom 
he regarded as his manzoor-e-nazar (beloved) (Kidwai, 2001, p. 199). His 
biographer, C. M. Naim, also uses the Urdu term amrad parasti to describe 
a man’s love for a boy, and wonders if we can describe Mir’s sexuality in 
contemporary terms:

Was Mir a homosexual? There can be no easy answer. […] Should we then 
see Mir as a pederast hiding behind a façade of conjugal heterosexuality? 
Should we say he was a heterosexual, but felt compelled by poetic 
conventions to write about pretty boys? Or should we posit a bisexual 
orientation on his part? Obviously, given the paucity of our information 
concerning Mir himself, any categorical statement would be unsound. All 
we can assert with some certainty is that Mir had intense emotional/erotic 
involvement with more than one person outside of conjugal relationships. 
(1999, p. 201)

2 Born Mir Muhammad Taqi.
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As historian Paul Veyne tells us, this search for a balance between pleasure 
and control is common to Arab-Muslim societies, but also to ancient societies 
in general:

Towards the end of pagan antiquity, an ascetic and mystic philosopher, 
Plotinus, wanted true thinkers to “despise the beauty of boys and women.” 
“To love a boy or a woman,” this expression – applied to a man – appears 
a hundred times under the pen of the Ancients; one was worth the other, 
and what we thought of one, we thought of the other. It is not true that 
the pagans viewed homosexuality with an indulgent eye. The truth is that 
they did not see it as a problem apart. If the Ancients blamed homophily, 
they did not blame it more than love, courtesans, and extramarital affairs; 
at least as long as it regarded the active homosexual partner. They had 
three points of reference that have nothing to do with ours: freedom 
of love or exclusive conjugality, penetrator or penetrated, freeman or 
slave. Sodomizing one’s slave was acceptable, and even harsh censors did 
not interfere with such a subaltern question. On the other hand, it was 
monstrous, on the part of a citizen, to be slavishly penetrated. In fact, 
there were two positions on homophily: the indulgent majority found it 
normal, and political moralists sometimes found it artif icial, like any 
other amorous pleasure. A good representative of the f irst, Artémidore, 
distinguishes “relations in conformity with the norm,” these are his 
words: with the wife, with a mistress, with “the slave, male or female”; and 
those which are contrary to nature: bestiality, necrophilia, unions with 
divinities. As for the political thinkers, they happened to be puritanical 
because all love passion, homophilic or not, is uncontrollable and it softens 
the citizen-soldier. Their ideal was the victory over pleasure, whatever 
it might be. (1998, p. 37)

We must therefore keep in mind this implicit link between mysticism, 
elitist hedonism and knowledge of the Divine, without falling into a form 
of ethnocentrism that would consider these men as “homosexuals,” a term 
invented in the nineteenth century by European doctors.

With regard to premodern Arab-Muslim societies, in particular, Jocelyne 
Dakhlia reminds us that:

Of the Ottoman poet Azizi, who lived in the second half of the sixteenth 
century, one of his biographers wrote that he loved women. “God alone 
is f lawless,” he commented, marking his own preference for boys. The 
question of male “homosensuality” in the Islamic world, referring more or 
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less explicitly to widespread and even socially accepted “homosexuality” 
or “bisexuality,” has long seemed evident. Either it covers, on an 
anthropological level, an implicit Mediterraneanism, necessarily linking 
segregation of the sexes and homosocialities, which induced homoerotism; 
or it referred, in a rather allusive and brief manner most often, to Greco-
Roman antiquity, and especially to […] erastês and erômenos. (2007. p. 1097)

Therefore, this homoerotic mysticism (or, perhaps, mystical homoerotism) 
is undoubtedly due, in large part, to the inf luence of medieval Islamic 
mysticism, which advocated the adoring of beauty wherever it might be 
found. Indeed, among a particular branch of Sufism, entering into a state 
of adoration before the Divine through the admiration of the features of 
a handsome ephebe is a particularly recurrent theme (Amanullah, 2013).

The Egyptian mystic Al-Shadhili Abu al-Muwahib, in the f ifteenth 
century, defended the practice of nazar ila’l-murd (contemplation of the 
beardless) as a spiritual practice. This practice assumes that the extent to 
which beauty manifests itself in objects varies according to the perceptive 
abilities of the observer. Thus, “ordinary” people would see nothing but the 
appearance of physical beauty, while those endowed with special powers 
of perception would be able to behold before them the image of an abstract 
beauty through which the splendour of the Divine manifests itself (Jurji, 
1938). Annemarie Schimmel, a German specialist of Islamic mysticism, 
argues that “many a Sufi deems the presence of a beautiful boy necessary for 
a perfect performance of sama [the practice of ‘hearing’ God’s instructions]” 
(Schimmel, 2000, p. 283).

However, the tolerance of androgyny, or same-sex desire, observed 
to various extents in numerous premodern Arab-Muslim societies, is no 
longer guaranteed in these societies in the modern and contemporary era, 
including in diasporic Muslim communities, such as in France. Instead, 
modern Western norms, with respect to gender and sexuality, have been 
internalized, thus eradicating the diversity of social “scripts” on sexual 
behaviours. Dakhlia states that:

Different “scripts” can thus be brought to light, which make it possible 
to question a common foundation of the implicit bases of “premodern 
society” in matters of sexuality and the orientation of loving desires […]. 
In a Middle East that is both Arabic- and Turkish-speaking, the circulation 
of men and writings, the movement of translations, accentuated this 
complexity before it lead to traumatic silence and repression. These 
congruent or concordant models have in fact “brutally collapsed” in 
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the nineteenth century, without ever being replaced by a new scenario: 
this may have resulted in a pathological situation of denial and silence. 
The pattern of the global collapse of coherence reaches its strongest 
demonstration, in [Dror Ze’evi’s] book, with the question of medical 
discourse. (2007, p. 1109)

In general, the willing or unwilling, direct or indirect, importation of Western 
knowledge – especially a medicalized, performative knowledge – to the 
“East” occurred in the same period, described by Foucault as the invention 
of “positive technologies of power” in Europe. These transformations of 
representations related to corporeality produced unexpected consequences 
on the conception of political control. The main re-evaluation to be carried 
out here, in terms of structural considerations with regard to so-called 
cultural differences, is to understand that the control of political identities, 
through the control of corporealities, is nothing new. It is a transhistoric, 
transgeographic phenomenon that still persists, even if it certainly takes 
different forms depending on the time, the region of the world, or the 
socioeconomic context.

Indeed, since modern times, f irst in Europe and then in European colonies, 
this coupling of medical knowledge with political power allowed, at least 
in part, the historical substitution of the model of exclusion, historically 
linked to leprosy, with the model of separate inclusion, within a ghetto, 
linked, according to Foucault (1976) to the plague (pp. 51-75 and pp. 127-
187).3 If the power of normalization confined the leper to specif ic places, 
outside European cities, the power of postmodern normalization interferes 
with people’s lives, inf iltrates their privacy, and invades their daily lives. 
The consequence of this is the normalization of societal and individual 
identity, imbued by what Foucault would call the problem of sexuality and 
normalizing sanction. This is related to a particular European social context 
described by Foucauldian historiography:

It seems that the model of the “exclusion of lepers,” the model of the 
individual driven out in order to purify the community, f inally disappeared 
[in Europe] roughly at the end of seventeenth and the beginning of the 
eighteenth centuries. However, something else, a different model, was not 
established but reactivated. This model is almost as old as the exclusion 
of lepers and concerns the problem of plague and the spatial partitioning 
and control (quadrillage) of plague-infested towns. It seems to me that 

3 For a critique of Foucault’s historiography, see Derrida, 1978, pp. 36-76.
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essentially there have been only two major models for the control of 
individuals in the West: one is the exclusion of lepers and the other is the 
model of the inclusion of plague victims. […] It is, then, monstrosity that 
is criminal. Then, toward 1750, […] we see something emerge, that is to 
say, the theme of the monstrous nature of criminality, of a monstrosity 
that takes effect in the domain of conduct, of criminality, and not in the 
domain of nature itself. Until about the middle of the eighteenth century, 
monstrosity necessarily indicated criminality and was not yet what it later 
became, that is to say, a possible qualif ier of criminality. At the end of 
the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth centuries, the f igure 
of the monstrous criminal, of the moral monster, suddenly appears with 
great exuberance. (Foucault, 1976, p. 44, pp. 74-75)

Thus, by the imposition of representations related to “monstrous” corporeality 
and gender, considered abnormal within the normative logic of the family, 
the community, and the nation, biopower begins with a heteronormative 
minority imposing control over another minority regarded as subordinate 
and deviant in relation to certain standards linked to one form or another 
of ideological puritanism, sometimes tinged with religious aspects, but 
always nationalist, in the broad sense of the term.

Foucault highlights the fact that rapists, homosexuals, and even mastur-
bators, were considered from then on in Europe, but also increasingly in 
Arab-Muslim societies that were colonized intellectually, then economically, 
and f inally politically by several European nation-states, as monsters that 
society had the duty to re-educate, failing which the duty to chase away, 
eliminate, exclude from public space, as was the case, at least in medieval 
times, in Europe. Indeed, in the eighteenth century, doctors such as Samuel 
Tissot (1822) considered that masturbation was the origin of mental illness. 
Those who came after him, such as the nineteenth-century physician Hein-
rich Kaan (1844), classif ied masturbation, paedophilia and homosexuality 
as equivalent deviancies. Others, inspired by Rousseau’s theses on the 
“innocent” sexuality of children, undertook a puritanical, ideological “reform 
of sexuality.” In the nineteenth century, some compulsive “masturbators” 
were even castrated because of these pseudo-scientif ic ideologies.

However, that some authors such as Walter Andrews and Mehmet 
Kalpakli (2005) trace this radical evolution of morals and of its relation to 
sexuality to the twelfth century. According to them, this was an evolution 
that affected regions that would today fall under the categories of the 
“West” and the “East” – Great Britain, Morocco, France, Italy, the Ottoman 
Empire – but could be conceptualized as part of one and the same cultural 
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area. Khaled El-Rouayheb succinctly summarizes these trans-geographical 
transformations of the representation of sexualities:

At some point, whether the late seventeenth or the late nineteenth century, 
the view that homosexual intercourse was a sin, akin to theft or adultery, 
gave way to the view that homosexual intercourse revealed the possession 
of an abnormal psychological or physiological make-up. (El-Rouayheb, 
2005a, p. 45)

This radical and fascistic evolution of the relationship to sexuality marked, 
according to Andrews and Kalpakli, a signif icant turning point in what was 
once an “age of beloveds.”

Indeed, several historiographic sources confirm that within Arab-Muslim 
societies before the seventeenth century, sex, sexuality, and carnal love 
between lovers of the same sex were understood to be natural physical 
impulses. Consequently, different manifestations of physical love were 
openly discussed. According to Alain Bray (2000), the seventeenth century 
brought with it a shift in the way sexuality – and especially, but exclusively, 
homosexuality – was understood and represented. It was only after the 
Middle Ages, and until the beginning of the modern era – not before – that 
the ethics of marriage and the limits on the expression of sexuality became 
strictly codif ied by law. A good example of this proliferation of legislative 
measures on sexual behaviour is the promulgation of laws prohibiting sex 
between men and the emergence of the henceforth clearly identif iable 
crime of “sodomy.”

Homosexuality, because it expresses the passivity of certain men, was 
therefore considered as “unnatural.” Eva Keuls (1993) describes this rejection 
of minority, subaltern sexualities as based on a phallocentrism rooted in 
the heart of the ancient Athenian city. Far from the ideals of equality and 
freedom that is often associated with the idea of Greek “democracy,” Keuls 
describes sexuality as a game of domination by free men over individuals 
with a subaltern social status (women, lower class men, slaves, and chil-
dren before their emancipation). However, sexuality at the time was not 
considered a constituent part of identity (Halperin et al., 1990). The despotic 
domination of the “phallus,” in the sense of a patriarchal sovereign whose 
authority is absolute and arbitrary, extended to social life, political life, 
interpersonal relations in the private sphere, and family life dominated by a 
pater familias who had the right of life and death over all the subordinates, as 
long the survival of the tribal lineage was assured. According to philosopher 
and sociologist Frédéric Lenoir (2008), this phallocentrism might predate 
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antiquity, and originate in prehistory when humans developed agriculture 
and learned to defend their tribes in order to conquer more arable land. 
This might be the moment in our human prehistory during which the 
representation of gods might have gone from being maternal f igures to 
undisputed patriarchs.

In the modern era, with regards to Arab-Muslim societies, this exacerbated 
phallocentrism was a component of the various wars of domination all 
around the Mediterranean in the twentieth century, between the empires of 
passion that were the British, the French, and the Ottoman empires. These 
wars of passion had consequences for the intercultural dynamics around the 
Mediterranean, but also in terms of the increased control over identities, 
particularly sexual and gender identities. In the case of the Ottoman Empire, 
which was properly speaking the last Muslim caliphate, this exacerbated 
process of seeking power corresponds to the emergence of what is called 
“Islamism,” a form of virilist nationalism. According to Nadia Tazi (2010):

In any society where contradictory norms are rooted in different times, 
there is a tension, a crisis due to this “dyschrony.” Gender issues are 
almost always “dyschronic.” In Islam, it is more acute, because there is 
an inability to reconcile both the historical and cultural gap […]. The 
crisis of masculinity is partly born of this contradiction.

Indeed, this crisis of masculinity, which manifests itself as a sense of failure 
and impotence, is a civilizational crisis. As a result, mainstream positions 
on sexuality in Arab-Muslim societies, including communities in diaspora, 
became radicalized during the twentieth century, just as in Europe during 
the nineteenth century.

Yet, “the Orient was routinely described as feminine” (Said, 1985, p. 103). In 
1908 Cairo, it was still possible to reprint a f ifteenth-century book devoted 
entirely to love poems about boys entitled The Paradise of Boys: On Beautiful 
Adolescents ( Jannat al wildan fi al-hisan min al-ghilman). Consider also a 
book entitled The Lamentations of Heartbreak and the Tears of Inconsolable 
Sadness (Lawa’at al-shaki wa dam’at al-baki), which was printed numerous 
times between 1857 and 1929, but not after that date (Rosenthal, 1997; 
El-Rouayheb, 2005a, p. 237). Several questions arise then: Did ideological 
censorship precede the crisis of passions? Are queer Muslims in France 
the helpless victims of centuries-old geopolitical transformations initiated 
by their ancestors? How have conceptions of family and matrimonial 
ties, linked all too often to Orientalized representations of the political 
harem, influenced fascistic politico-religious ideologies? Clearly, citizens 
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of Arab-Muslim societies did not passively undergo these geopolitical and 
cultural dynamics without taking part in them.

From a theological and ethical point of view, I could point to what is 
often called a movement of Islamic “reform,” described by philosophers 
such as Abdennour Bidar who draws inspiration from the Pakistani poet 
and philosopher Muhammad Iqbal (2004). I could also highlight Egyptian 
theologian Muhammad Abduh (1925) and his liberation theology, which was 
an Islamic reform that indirectly led to a wave of religious “regeneration” 
or “renewal,” accompanied later by f ierce heteronormalization. Even today, 
democratic and popular bursts of hope f irst begin by producing a return 
to proselytism and patriarchy. The multi-headed hydra, that hideous beast 
of elitist and fascist dogmatism, will not die easily and continues to hold 
serious consequences for the status of women and minorities, be they sexual, 
gender, ethnic, or religious.
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VIII. Pan-Arabist Literary and Identity 
Censorship

Abstract
This chapter addresses the consequences of the fascization of postmodern 
Arab-Muslim identities, which is visible through the nature of intellectual 
productions, and still inf luences the very core of European Muslims’ 
mainstream ideologies.

Keywords: Pan-Arabism, literature, censorship

A major consequence of the fascization of postmodern Arab-Muslim identi-
ties, which still influences the very core of mainstream European Muslim 
ideologies, can be observed through the nature of intellectual productions. 
Indeed, after the modern era, there is a correlation – or a unidirectional 
causal link – between censorship and the crisis of identity, especially sexual 
identity. In 1925, for example, a textbook on the history of Arabic literature, 
designed for use in secondary schools in Egypt, proclaimed for the f irst 
time that love poetry about male youths was “a crime against literature 
and a source of shame in the history of Arabic poetry” (Al-Zayyat, 1925). 
Before this, Victorian morality had forbidden in most European countries 
the publication of such licentious works, especially passages dealing with 
male homosexuality, already considered in Europe as “le vice contre nature” 
(Burton, 1886).

Arab-Muslim libertinism was perceived to be the mirror image of 
European puritanism. Arab-Muslim intellectuals who visited Europe, and 
France in particular, were astonished that these European peoples resembled 
“Bedouins and their lack of predilection for the love of male youths or for 
the writing of songs about them.” French translators of Arabic love poetry 
about male youths would often change the object of these poems to being 
about young women. However, Joseph Pitts, an English navigator who was 
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captured and sold as a slave in Algiers before escaping f ifteen years later, 
remarked the following upon his return to England:

And yet this horrible Sin of Sodomy is so far from being punish’d amongst 
them, that it is part of their ordinary Discourse to boast and brag of their 
detestable Actions of that kind. Tis common for Men to fall in Love with 
Boys, as tis here in England to be in Love with Women. (2010, p. 26)

Similarly, the French traveller C. S. Sonnini, who visited Egypt between 
1777 and 1780, noted the following:

The unnatural passion […], the inconceivable inclination which has 
dishonoured the Greeks and the Persians of antiquity, constitute the 
delight, or, more properly speaking, the infamy of the Egyptians. It is not 
for women that their amorous sonnets are composed; it is not to them 
that they lavish tender caresses: no; other objects inflame their desires. 
(1799, vol. 1, pp. 251-252)

It is truly at the beginning of the twentieth century that we see the 
f irst concrete consequences of the colonization of Arab-Muslim minds. 
This colonization of identity begins with intellectual elites who end up 
internalizing social and economic (but also sexual and imperialist) norms. 
The biopower exercised by Europeans in the modern era, on themselves and 
on the “natives” of their colonial empires in the “East” demonstrates the 
extent to which sexual Orientalism is linked with questions of domination, 
power, and geopolitics. Moreover, part of the gender-related grammatical 
changes, in the lands of Islam, were undoubtedly influenced by exogenous 
imperialist factors imposed by force, directly and indirectly, on Arab-Muslim 
societies.

How do the younger generations of Arab-Muslim intellectuals relate to 
these literary productions of the past? Joseph Massad, for his part, castigates 
those in Arab-Muslim societies and communities who consider themselves to 
be “homosexual” or “transsexual” because, according to him, these categories 
are Western imports. Massad’s analysis is, at the very least, tainted with 
value judgements, especially when he writes about the political positioning 
of the founder of the Al-Fatiha Foundation, an LGBT+ Muslim-American 
organization, and the Cairo 52 affair:

[These organizations] were joined by GLAS [the Gay and Lesbian Arab 
Society] and by Al-Fatiha’s now infamous founder Faisal Alam, who not 
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only called for worldwide demonstrations in support of the arrested 
men but also solicited the signatures of members of the U.S. Congress, 
recruited by openly gay and anti-Palestinian Massachusetts congressman 
Barney Frank and by the anti-Arab and anti-Egyptian Tom Lantos to sign 
a petition threatening a cutoff of U.S. aid to Egypt if the government failed 
to release the men (both Congressmen are Jewish Americans with strong 
pro-Israel views – facts that are not considered irrelevant, especially to 
the Arabic press). (2007, p. 183)

As far as Massad is concerned, this reaction seemed excessive in the face 
of sexual imperialism. According to Massad, reactionary responses of this 
nature are explained by recent events that are supposedly an extension of 
the intellectual colonization of Arab-Muslim elites. Yet, are queer Muslims 
guilty of simply wanting to openly express their sexuality? In any case, this 
is how the Massadian anti-colonialist theory springs into action: after the 
Arabs accepted “Orientalist taxonomies,” Massad contends that Victorian 
puritanical morality would on its own – and without any possible agency 
on the part of Arabs – colonize Arab-Muslim minds as a whole (2007, p. 29).

Ahmad Amin, an Egyptian historian and writer who received a religious 
education and died in 1954, noted with astonishment that the love of 
boys was practised by judges and viziers, and that it was considered an 
“appropriate exercise apt to demonstrate wit and bawdy humour, except 
in conservative circles.” In 1930, a new edition of the Thousand and One 
Nights was published in Cairo, but all the stories relating to pederasty were 
censored. Abu Nuwas’s famous Diwan, which was re-published in 1932, also 
saw all poems about male youths removed.

Massad argues that the intellectual colonization of Arab-Muslims was 
initiated by Western control and normalization of corporeality in modern 
times, before spreading over all aspects of the everyday, political, and 
civic life of Arabs. In the same way, censorship and increased ideological 
control, supposedly affected all aspects of social life. The ins and outs of the 
censorship of classical Arabic literary texts bring us back, for example, to its 
artistic equivalent, also in the twentieth century: the censorship of erotic 
and sexual aspects of popular puppet theatres. The puppets, the Karagöz 
(the equivalent of the French guignols), were grotesque characters, often 
“sexually omnivorous” according to Dror Ze’evi (2006). The incorporation of a 
popular morality that, admittedly, inferiorized homosexuality, transidentity, 
and cross-dressing did still, at the very least, place them at the heart of 
public space. Censorship did not prevent there from being a gap between 
the so-called “Victorian” morality and the so-called “debauched” practices 
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visible on a daily basis in the streets. Under the effect of this same axiological 
disconnect, the Arabic term shudud jinsi (sexual perversion) appeared in 
the middle of the twentieth century. The appearance of the term is likely 
tied to the influence of medicalized modern psychiatric categorization 
and exacerbated social control in this dark period of history, during which 
Nazi Germany deported homosexuals because of their “asocial” character 
(Heger and Chouchan, 2005).

Today, the Arab-Muslim world has not yet emerged, contrary to Europe, 
from this form of social control. As recently as 1999, intellectuals such as 
Al-Khatib al-’Adnani (1999) grouped “sodomy,” passivity, love of boys, and 
lesbianism as shudud jansi. He also claimed that homosexuals deserved the 
death penalty – as regularly applied in Iran – and that they “spread AIDS 
like the plague.” Nevertheless, Khaled El-Rouayheb reminds us that these 
twenty-f irst-century Muslims are no longer aware that the very concept of 
sexual perversion is of Western origin:

Apparently unaware that the concept of shudhudh jinsi is Western in 
origin, and that two centuries earlier it was European travellers who 
complained about the openness with which men in the Ottoman Empire 
expressed their passion for boys. (2005, p. 241)

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, there have been clear changes 
in the attitudes and perceptions of Arab-Muslim intellectuals concerning 
homosexual relations. These changes affect intellectual and artistic 
productions, but also religious representations that are also used for fascistic, 
ideological purposes towards a pan-Arabist and virilist political agenda. 
The Egyptian historian of Suf ism Tawfiq al-Tawil (1946) went so far as to 
question the credibility of the anthropological and historical observations 
of his predecessors:

There is no better indication of the spread of sexual deviance among these 
people [the Sufis] than the astonishment of Rifa’a al-Tahtawi [also Suf i], 
when he travelled to France, and he found there to be no widespread 
illness, as if this spread [of deviance] was natural.

Some contemporary thinkers, such as Ibrahim Mahmud who quotes the 
medieval Andalusian lexicographer Ibn Sidah’s Al-mukhassas, cite with 
astonishment scientif ic treatises on the “pleasures of the anus” (2000, p. 160). 
Others are surprised that Abdallah al-Shabrawi (1724-1757), the Grand Imam 
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of Al-Azhar (today, one of the most homophobic Islamic institutions1), 
penned well-known homoerotic poems, recited generations after his death 
(El-Rouayheb, 2005a, p. 17). Indeed, before the nineteenth century, “the 
portrayed beloved seems often, and perhaps most often, to have been a 
beardless or downy-cheeked male youth” (El-Rouayheb, 2005b, p. 3). From 
at least the beginning of the Ottoman era, poets would occasionally depict 
a young ephebe as the exclusive, true object of desire.
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IX. Orientalist Shi’ism and Literary 
Homoeroticism

Abstract
Orientalism consists in considering that the love of male youths – whether 
active or passive – was exclusive, thus homosexual and conforming to a 
performative, modern taxonomy imposed from the “West.” “Homosexual” 
is indeed a term that did not exist during the f irst years of European 
colonization and was invented by European doctors.

Keywords: Orientalism, essentialization, sexual intercourse, homo eroticism

According to Massad, Orientalism consists in considering that the love of 
male youths – whether active or passive – was exclusive, thus homosexual 
and conforming to a performative, modern taxonomy imposed from the 
“West.” “Homosexual” is indeed a term that did not exist during the f irst 
years of European colonization and was invented by European doctors. 
However, is this an influence of modernity in general or, as Massad asserts, 
an “Eastern” imitation of models imported from the “West”? In other words, 
is this (post)colonial mimicry? The central question here (which, from my 
point of view, remains unanswered) is whether individuals, before the 
modern era, identif ied – or not – with a social category according to their 
sexual behaviour.

However, as Frédéric Lagrange contends, the poetic expression of ho-
moerotic infatuation in the Middle Ages does not necessarily imply the 
consummation of the sexual desire expressed, let alone “sodomy”:

The tolerated discourse of transgression has been far better studied than its 
negative counterparts; this is due to ideological reasons, although perhaps 
unconsciously. The current “rehabilitation” of the historically accursed 
f igure of the homosexual begins with the anthology of its recurring 
presence in the love poetry and erotology of the Arabs. […] In a movement 
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comparable to the search, among nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
authors, of a legitimization of homosexual desire in a Spartan or Dorian or 
Athenian model, that is to say, at the sources (even if mythical) of Western 
culture, research on Arab literature reacts to the moralistic tension of 
modern Arab societies (and especially of their States) by highlighting a 
past permissiveness, now out of reach. (2006, p. 56)

Some scholars, such as Jocelyne Dakhlia, circumvent the question of the 
taxonomic performativity of subordinate sexualities in the medieval 
period. This has the advantage of avoiding having to make a decision about 
the virtually universal and transhistorical character of the principle of 
categorization of sexual or gender identities. Some authors speculated, 
for example, that an excess of concubines, or young foreign female slaves, 
from the Abbasid period, especially (from 750 to 1258), led Arab-Muslims in 
positions of power to indulge in other “more exotic” carnal pleasures, such 
as homosexuality. Medieval Christian “Pères Rédempteurs” sought to buy, 
at any cost, the freedom of young European slaves, who were subject to the 
homoerotic, or even homosexual, inclinations of the “barbares”:

They seem to have the doctrine that the shame felt by these young people 
or children because of what they have suffered, but also, in some cases, 
the seduction of the compensations that they were made to pretend, then 
render irremediable their conversion and their passage to Islam. Sexual 
conversion, the reorientation of sexual preferences, and conversion to 
Islam seem to them, in these cases, inextricable, and, indeed, they are 
at least partially. The scandal of public homosexuality thus leads these 
Pères Rédempteurs, but also the most pious [dogmatic] or well-meaning 
among the captives, to constantly lament the debauchery of the “Turks” 
and the danger of abduction, capture, or embezzlement to which young 
people are exposed. (Dakhlia, 2001, p. 192)

Arab-Muslim homosexuality is considered here as a defective sexuality, 
caused in particular by the seclusion of women, but also in connection with 
the very structure of power within premodern Arab societies (Marrou, 1965; 
Ghoussoub and Sinclair-Webb, 2000).

Moreover, in addition to the assumption that homosexuality appears 
where there is gender segregation, Massad reminds us that many Arab-
Muslim authors and intellectuals were lost in pan-Arabist conjectures, 
according to which these “vices” – homosexuality, bisexuality – were 
imported by the Persians when they were subjected to nascent Islam. Massad 
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cites, for example, Taha Husayn, an early-twentieth-century Egyptian 
educator, who explained to his contemporaries that our ancestors (al-salaf 
al-salih) were more “open, welcoming, and tolerant,” and that the specif icity 
of the ghazal-type poems was part of the “legacy of the Abbasids,” which 
was expressed by these licentious poems.

Husayn was writing during an innovative decade, which dared to engage 
in intellectual experimentation. He notably argued that it was necessary to 
“re-join” a European civilization of which Egypt was supposedly a part. Later, 
however, other Arab authors would be sanctioned for their audacity. The 
Egyptian reformist theologian, ‘Ali ‘Abd al-Raziq (1888-1966), for example, 
paid the price of the beginning of the period of censorship described by 
El-Rouayheb and Massad:

Conservatives feared the liberal impulse of these thinkers due to the fact 
of the British occupation, which they feared might corrupt the minds of 
Egyptians with hostile European ideas about Arab and Muslim history 
and civilization. (Massad, 2007, p. 70)

Since then, shortly after the time of Husayn and up to the present day, this 
“developmentalism and radical alterity,” as Massad puts it, is yet another 
Orientalist topoi, which does not reflect reality.

Hadiths reported as having been pronounced by the Prophet of Islam, and 
which relate to matters of sexual ethics and pederasty – such as this one: 
“For whoever has ever played with a young boy; if he has penetrated him, he 
shall not marry his [the boy’s] mother then” (Sahih al-Bukhari, 5105) – make 
me think that the idea of a particularly “vicious” Abbasid period is largely 
another of these Orientalist clichés:

When Husayn discussed the emergence of a new form of ghazal poetry, 
describing the love of youthful boys in the Abbasid period, he matter-of-
factly stated that this was the specif ic “legacy of Abbasid civilization, a 
legacy that was founded by Persian civilization [hadarah] when it mixed 
with the Arabs or when the Arabs moved to it [the Persian empire] and 
spread their authority over Baghdad.” Indeed, Husayn […] hastened to 
explain to his readers that there was nothing peculiar about the opulence 
and licentiousness of the Abbasid period, as “this is not exclusive to 
the Arabs or the Abbasids or to Baghdad, for the Greeks had known it, 
as had the Romans and the Europeans, and so had Athens, Rome, and 
Paris […].” If many Orientalist thinkers posited the life of modern Arabs 
as reminiscent of the European past in developmentalist terms, Husayn 
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posited the earlier and later history of Europe (and France in particular) 
as reminiscent of the early history of the Arabs. (Massad, 2007, p. 63)

Beyond nationalistic, chicken-or-the-egg considerations, the essentialization 
of the Abbasid period as having been particularly vicious is indeed, in my 
opinion, precisely a consequence of the scope applied to this period. This ad 
hoc prejudice does not allow us to draw inferences as to the real diversity, or 
otherwise, of relationships between same-sex individuals, transhistorically 
and transgraphically.

In terms of performative identif ication with LGBT+ categories, it is 
therefore easy to play on historical ambiguities. Political speculations 
on this subject are numerous. Authors such as Massad make it clear that 
the issue is whether or not to identify with the performative category of 
“homosexual” or any of these so-called “deviant” modern categories of 
gender and sexuality, whether in Arab-Muslim communities in Europe, or 
in Arab-Muslim societies around the world:

There are no indications in the literature of the period that anyone thought 
that those men who either wrote love poems to youthful boys or those 
who had sexual intercourse with men, whether active or passive, were 
exclusively “homosexual.” No commentator thought their desires for men 
or boys excluded desires for women. It is important to insist that not 
only did the concept of homosexuality itself did not exist but also that if 
exclusive “homosexual” male desire as such existed at all, it was not the 
main topic of discourse. What was discussed was the “love of boys” and 
“sodomy,” neither of which indicated any exclusivity […]. In fact, there 
are many indications that pious religious scholars who would observe the 
accepted interpretations that Islam prohibited sodomy did not commit 
the act but saw no contradiction between the prohibition on sodomy and 
falling in love with youthful boys. (Massad, 2007, pp. 30-31)

In spite of my profound respect for all forms of post-identity self-definition, 
beyond the sometimes fascistic identities encouraged under ideological 
cover within some LGBT+ associations, the Massadian perspective is, at 
the very least, homonationalist and, in my opinion, problematic. This type 
of radical, even reactionary, postcolonial perspective rejects the very idea 
that these individuals can be freely def ine themselves, where possible 
according to the local political context, as gay or generally as LGBT+, or 
queer in a broad sense. Such a perspective denies individuals their agency 
to express themselves as they see f it.
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X. Homonationalism and Performative 
Sexual Categorization

Abstract
The academic debate about categorization, between scholars, religious 
leaders, politicians and activists, often turns into an ideological one. It 
becomes a form of homonationalism: hijacking LGBT+ human rights 
struggles towards partisan ends. This is already the case in Europe, the 
Middle East, and North Africa. This issue is often misunderstood or 
mischaracterized, from an Orientalist perspective, even by those who 
claim to be countering cultural prejudice. What do queer French Muslims 
have to say about this form of double radicalization?

Key words: homonationalism, human rights, misqualif ication, 
misunderstanding

The academic debate, between scholars, religious leaders, politicians, and 
activists, about categorization often turns into an ideological one. In the end, 
it becomes a form of homonationalism, which is to say, the hijacking of LGBT+ 
human rights struggles for partisan, often nationalist, ends (Puar 2007). 

This is equally the case in Europe and in the Middle East and North Africa. 
While homonationalism in Europe has been better studied and, thus, better 
understood, homonationalism in the Middle East and North Africa is often 
misunderstood or mischaracterized, often from an Orientalist perspective, 
even by those who claim to be f ighting against cultural prejudice.

What do queer French Muslims, of North African descent, have to say 
about this double radicalization? Is this debate really about them, or are 
the parties involved just using them as symbols in order to justify one form 
of essentialization over another? How might subaltern identities inform us 
about global gender and sexual politics? The present study addresses these 
questions by examining the core, competing perspectives of Kugle (in the 
f irst part of the book) and Massad (in the second part of the book), in an era 
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where religious traditions are used as the basis of the fascistic construction 
of exclusive identities.

Massad’s central arguments, which suggest a rise of homonationalist 
perspectives on Arab-Muslim societies and cultures, places all LGBT+ 
activists within a fantasized “gay international” and on the same moral 
ground, as those who kill gay, lesbian, and trans-people in Arab-Muslim 
societies:

The gay international and its activities are largely responsible for the 
intensity of the repressive campaign [against LGBT+ in some Arab 
countries such as Egypt]. (Massad, 2007, pp. 184-185)

I remember the turmoil that Massad’s arguments provoked amongst some 
queer Muslim groups in France. The Massadian paradigm left them between 
Scylla and Charybdis with no other alternative but to choose either European, 
Orientalist assimilation or pan-Arabist, nationalistic essentialization. Massad 
also criticized several other academics and writers, such as Sofian Merabet 
(2004), an anthropologist of Algerian descent in the United States, whose 
approach Massad (2007, p. 43) characterized as vulgar Freudianism. Merabet 
conducted his f ieldwork primarily in Lebanon and Syria, where he studied 
the way in which LGBT+ minorities attempted to appropriate and negotiate 
public space. Merabet’s work suggests, of course, that these kinds of initiatives 
do emerge from within Arab-Muslim societies and not necessarily from 
some sort of “gay international,” as Massad would have it.

I also recall that several PIR (Parti indigènes de la république) activists, 
including Houria Bouteldja, confronted Massad after he gave a lecture 
at Columbia University’s Reid Hall in Paris in October 2012. They asked 
him what he proposed as an alternative to these identities to individuals 
belonging to a discriminated sexual minority. He replied quite simply that 
this was not any of his business. This was a few months before my own 
intervention in that very auditorium. I found it striking to observe that 
pan-Arabist homonationalism was as much a reality as Western sexual 
imperialism. In fact, both conform to the definition of homonationalism as 
the use of alternative gender and sexual identities towards ideological ends, 
in order to justify or combat imperialism, at the expense of gender and sexual 
minorities, without actually being concerned for their well-being or rights.

This did not prevent some PIR activists from using Massad’s arguments, 
in my opinion without really understanding or adapting them to the very 
particular French secular context, in order to support their political analysis 
of institutional racism in France, which must indeed be deconstructed at its 
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source. This, however, had the inverse effect: PIR was further discredited, 
attacked on all fronts, including from within the mainstream LGBT+ com-
munity. This is how Massad’s well-argued, though occasionally extreme, 
thesis, as embodied by certain politically radical French activists of North 
African origin, did not make much of an impression among queer French 
Muslims. I would add that the basis of my political analysis f its here as part 
of this challenge to colonial Orientalism, based on the anthropological 
data that I gathered from the long-term participation of dozens of queer 
French Muslims. Some of them were particularly confronted with these 
homonationalist representations in gay circles in Paris.1 Moreover, I carried 
out my analysis in accordance with what is still an active grammar of post-
identity “banal” homoerotism, a “coming-out” exclusively associated with 
communities of gentrif ication. The majority of these queer French Muslims 
were acutely aware, in a pragmatic and non-ideological way, of the changes 
in the relation to these categories of performative identity. According to 
them, these transformations are an effect of gentrif ication, initiated by 
the bourgeoisie, but also by increasingly radicalized and impatient lower 
classes, in various urban centres of France. Recent political events, initiated 
by the Yellow Jackets (les gilets jaunes), tend to confirm this state of affairs.

Thus, ten years after the publication of Massad’s Desiring Arabs, this 
unprecedented form of homonationalism in France has left queer French 
Muslims in an even bigger stir than before the emergence of this type of 
debate, leaving them two options that are equally essentialist. On the one 
hand, they are presented with a Western homonationalism that is performa-
tive and often serving as a moral justif ication for imperialism. On the other 
hand, they are presented with an increasingly common alternative, radical 
homonationalism that is just as categorical and essentialist.

However, other activists and intellectuals, themselves queer French 
Muslims, have adopted a more sceptical attitude towards Massad’s decon-
struction of gender politics and sexual imperialism. In a February 2013 article 
entitled “Non, l’homosexualité n’est pas imposée aux Arabes par l’Occident,” 
French-Moroccan novelist Abdellah Taïa threw his hat into ring and entered 
the debate surrounding the def inition of sexual identity categories. Taïa 
denounced the “paternalism” of the Massadian perspective on sexuality 
in the Middle East, but also within European queer Muslim communities. 
Similarly, activist Madjid Bencheikh (2013), argued that “homosexuality is 

1 For instance the main Paris LGBT+ organization decided not to work with queer Muslims 
because, as some of their representatives have publicly stated, “Muslims engage in double 
discourse; they cannot be trusted.” For a deeper analysis of these events, see Zahed, 2017b.
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universal [and that], what is not, are the forms it takes.” Bouteldja has indeed 
fully adopted Massad’s line of thought, freely referring to the homosexuality 
of the “White World,” “imposed homosexuality,” and “gay imperialism.” 
However, Bouteldja goes even further by contending that:

The gay lifestyle does not exist in working-class neighbourhoods. […]. 
Marriage equality only concerns white gay men. When you are poor, [in a] 
precarious [situation], and discriminated against, community solidarity 
is what counts. (D’Angelo, 2013)

I would like to return to the almost systematic link that most queer Muslims 
I have interviewed as part of my broader research establish between Arab-
Muslim societal dynamics on the other side of the Mediterranean and their 
thinking about Islam and the diversity of sexuality and gender here in 
Europe. These queer Muslims generally employ a form of identity assertion 
that is more hybrid than the Massadian/PIR understanding of identity.

Indeed, in responding to attacks that are at once the most Islamophobic 
and homophobic that France has seen in recent years from the most conserva-
tive supporters of the hard right, far-left libertarians rely on Massad’s thesis 
in order to denounce the capitalist imperialism of the “gay international.” 
The aforementioned statements by the PIR and Bouteldja are considered 
by some French intellectuals, such as sociologist Daniel Welzer-Lang, as 
a new form of homonationalism, since they appear to defend, at all costs, 
a pan-Arabist “culture.” This is not necessarily Bouteldja’s point of view:

To claim to be gay, that is to claim a gay political identity, is not at all a 
universal act. It exists in Europe, it exists in the United States, [but] it 
does not exist in the Maghreb. […] It suff ices to understand that there 
are as many ways of living one’s homosexuality as there are cultures and 
human groups and that these lifestyles are no less legitimate than those 
experienced in the West. On the other hand, there is homosexuality 
identif ied as such when heterosexuality is itself identif ied as such, but this 
binarity is not itself universal. There are some very different and amazing 
ways of life around the world. The “one man, one woman” couple that is 
the dominant mode in Europe is itself circumscribed in time and space. 
[…] There are human groups where the family does not have the same 
meaning as here, for example where men are only parents and do not have 
a social role of father. […] What could “homosexuals” or “heterosexuals” 
mean in these contexts? In the Maghreb, homoeroticism has long been 
tolerated until colonization imposed the norms of the rigid binary of 
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homo/hetero. I recommend Joseph Massad’s work on this subject. (Renou 
and Pomian-Bonnemaison, 2013)

To the question of whether one can possess multiple identities and if she 
does not fear that her words could be perceived as a form of stigmatization, 
Bouteldja aff irms that, according to her:

Identities can certainly be multiple. One can claim to be Arab and 
homosexual/lesbian since these are available identities in Europe. It 
exists. What I am saying is that we cannot go and defend men or women 
based on their homosexuality if it is not claimed or taken up by them as 
an identity. That would be sexual imperialism. This is why it is imperative 
to distinguish between “homosexual practices and experiences” and 
“homosexual political identities.” It seems to be very diff icult to be 
homosexual in certain neighbourhoods… It is certainly diff icult to be, 
but it is even more diff icult to express it openly. Claiming such an identity 
is not, in fact, tolerated. This is why we must know how to respect the 
strategies and lifestyles that homosexuals adopt in their own context 
(in diff icult neighbourhoods, for example) and avoid external pressures 
that value gay lifestyles, but that ignore the objective conditions of life 
of those concerned. (Renou and Pomian-Bonnemaison, 2013)

As for the comparison between the lives of homosexuals in the banlieues 
and in the Parisian Marais, Bouteldja points out the following:

You can imagine that there are many homosexuals in the suburbs as 
elsewhere and to my knowledge, we have never heard of pogroms against 
them. The banlieue does not have to be more stigmatized than the French 
countryside or the provinces because finally if France were tolerant, in this 
point of view, the Marais, as a gay ghetto, would not exist. What is certain 
is that, in the banlieue, the overwhelming culture is heterosexual and 
that there is no place in present circumstances for overt homosexuality. 
What counts, as it were, is not the frustrated opinion of external observers, 
but the concrete choices that gays make in the fragile contexts of social 
precariousness and the balance between family and individual. (Renou 
and Pomian-Bonnemaison, 2013)

On this precise point, I could not agree more. My f ieldwork, undertaken for 
more than f ive years, confirms this. When it comes to her f ield of expertise, 
one cannot deny that Bouteldja possesses a certain talent to f ight against 
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racist or Islamophobic prejudices. The question of sexual imperialism is 
important to study, but it must be approached with great care. It is clear 
that the question of the def inition of sexual identities has become a major 
political issue in Europe and on the other side of the Mediterranean.

The politics of defining identities is often fraught with competing ideological 
concerns and riddled with generalizations. These political discourses are very 
different from the admittedly f ictionalized descriptions of modern Arab 
authors, such as the Nobel Prize winner Naguib Mahfouz (1911-2006), quoted 
by Massad at the end of his book, among other Arab novelists. In order to carve 
out a space for political and sexual minorities in the “Arab world” described in 
his novels, Mahfouz represents the social and sexual histories of the people 
of his time. With regard to some of Mahfouz’s works, Massad remarks that, 
according to him, the postcolonial perspective is present in the categorization 
of gender. Mahfouz introduces English terms into his stories in order to avoid 
having to (clumsily) translate them into Arabic and, perhaps, also to signal 
that these notions were imported into Arab-Muslim culture from the West:

[T]he [cultural] change will not only be felt at the technological, economic, 
and political levels, but also at a deep social and ultimately epistemological 
level. The entry of Western epistemology is signalled in the novel by the 
appearance of certain words and concepts in English. (Massad, 2007, p. 273)

Yet, such intellectuals do not take into account the fact that “Arab” 
nationalists, too, practice in France, in Palestine, or in North Africa, a form of 
homonationalism serving their ideological interests, to the detriment of the 
public visibility of individuals belonging to a minority, in this case sexual.

What is clear is that, among queer Muslims, there is a particularly diverse 
and rich set of opinions and axiological reflections on the matter. It would 
be impossible for me to make conclusions about the imperialism, in essence, 
of LGBT+ claims at the international level. This should not overshadow the 
fact that Bouteldja, and the supporters of the PIR have been, for years, at 
the forefront of opening up unprecedented avenues for further reflection 
and research for an entire generation, at the intersection of interconnected 
political struggles that are essential to the development of identity beyond 
“ghettos” and clichés. Kiran Grewal notes that:

The simultaneous highlighting through both scholarship and activism 
of the interconnected nature of racism and sexism is perhaps the most 
important new development in French political, academic and public life. 
By stating in their appel that “[d]ans notre société, racisme et sexisme 



HomonaTIonalIsm and PerformaTIve sexual caTeGorIZaTIon 93

sont intimement imbriqués,” les féministes indigènes sought to avoid 
the trap, which Ni Putes Ni Soumises had fallen into, of being forced to 
choose between their ethnic identity and their gender identity. Moreover, 
they showed their cynicism for employing the language of Republican 
universalism and egalitarianism in the context of a nation which had far 
from satisfactorily achieved these lofty goals. (Grewal, 2011, p. 241-242)

According to Denis Provencher, a specialist of queer Maghbrebi identities 
in France, the example of Bouteldja and Indigènes was followed by others. 
Provencher mentions, for example, the association of gay Muslims, 
Homosexuels musulmans de France (HM2F), that I founded in France in 
2010. I do not, however, agree that the PIR had any influence on the creation 
of HM2F.2 I would like to specify here that I did not take part in this debate 
that pitted the PIR against their detractors in 2013; about gay imperialism in 
France, about “anti-white racism,” or about the possible Judeophobia present 
in their organization. My name is quoted here, even though at that time I 
had taken the necessary distance in order to analyse with greater objectivity 
a politically explosive situation that remains today intellectually diff icult 
to extricate. Still, this is what Provencher has to say:

Like Bouteldja and other speakers from les feministes indigènes who draw 
on a wide semiotic system and flexible accumulation of discourses on 
gender, race and ethnicity to advance new developments in French political, 
academic and public life, Maghrebi-French queer speakers like Zahed with 
open declaration of being simultaneously gay, Muslim, Algerian and French 
promise similar success. In other words, Zahed’s is not only a system that 
recognises “the interesting and mutually reinforcing nature of race and 
gender discriminations” (Grewal, 2011, p. 241), but one that also recognises 
discrimination related to religion and sexuality. His performance relies on 
the simultaneous emergence of multiple “I” statements (i.e. “I am French,” 
“I am Algerian,” “I am homosexual” and “I am Muslim”) to forge a new 
language of activism and citizenship in France that works through and 
beyond the current linguistic and semiotic systems. (2013, p. 279)3

However, it is clear that the f ield of possible identities is reduced by clumsy 
statements such as “homosexuality is not adapted” to a segment of the 
population, simply because of their ethnic, social, religious backgrounds. It is 

2 See Zahed, 2017b for a detailed description of the process of creating HM2F.
3 See also Carpenter-Latiri and Provencher, 2013; Provencher, 2007.
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up to the “oppressed,” to use a term dear to Bouteldja, to position themselves 
individually, or even collectively, on these issues. It is certainly not up to a 
political party to monopolize our more or less radical queer struggles for 
ideological ends, as laudable and humanistic as they may be.

Nationalism – the promoting of one’s “tribe” at the detriment of “oth-
ers” – whether it is white, Arab, or queer, remains the source of all fascistic 
temptations. To conclude that “sexual imperialism” is something that the 
“West” simply imposed on “Arabs” is not only to show a total ignorance of the 
history of LGBT+ liberation movements in the US and in Europe, especially 
since the end of the twentieth century, against a heteronormative and 
patriarchal order, but also and more importantly, it essentializes “queers” as 
much as “Arabs,” while claiming to want to free them from their oppressions, 
only to offer them, in fine, a nationalist oppression in return.

Not to mention the lack of historical validity of such assumptions concern-
ing the “imperialist” diffusion of sexual identities from the West:

Arguing that it was the “gay international” that promoted gay identity 
in the Arab world, and that this only affects men belonging to high and 
middle “Westernized” classes, he adopts to some extent the diffusionist 
or “import-export” paradigm. This paradigm was proposed notably by 
Dennis Altman, who argued that minority sexual identities (and not 
practices) derive from “Western” models. This led Frances Hasso, a 
sociologist of gender and sexuality who conducted her research within 
Egyptian society, to criticize Massad for his “preservationist and nativist” 
vision, blind to the plurality of Arab societies, while acknowledging 
the innovative nature of his analysis of discourse. The diffusionist 
paradigm has been critiqued by numerous works based on different 
historical and ethnographic arguments. Some studies attempted to show 
that minority sexual identities existed in non-“Western” contexts well 
before the internationalization of the policies against AIDS and LGBT+ 
people’s f ights. According to the authors, the emergence of these identities 
(or rather of these processes of identif ication) before contemporary 
globalization is not due to a cultural import; it is more attributable to 
urbanization, capitalism, or even the emergence of the modern nation-
state and the development of commercial printing (print capitalism) that 
enabled the publication of mass-circulation magazines. In other words, 
it is about converging transformations rather than the diffusion of the 
identity paradigm. Furthermore, several authors have emphasized that 
the circulation of words often borrowed from the English, for example 
“gay,” does not mean that the subjective formations that they refer to are 
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identical to those intended in the original context of these words – they 
are always already multiple, despite certain political strategies attempting 
to present them as unif ied. The establishment of a dichotomy between 
trans-identities considered “traditional” (kathoey in Thailand, hjira in 
India, waria in Indonesia, etc.) and a “modern,” imported gay identity 
has also been criticized insofar as they all reflect subjective formations 
belonging to the contemporary era, regardless of the history of the terms. 
(Jaunait et al., 2013, pp. 12-13)

In order to go beyond these simplistic, and in this case, ideological, analyses, 
Homi Bhabha’s reflections allow us to better def ine the lines of research 
that could enable us to escape this conundrum:

The move away from the singularities of “class” or “gender” as primary 
conceptual and organizational categories, has resulted in an awareness of 
the subject positions – of race, gender, generation, institutional location, 
geopolitical locale, sexual orientation – that inhabit any claim to identity 
in the modern world. What is theoretically innovative, and politically 
crucial, is the need to think beyond narratives of originary and initial 
subjectivities and to focus on those moments or processes that are 
produced in the articulation of cultural differences. These “in-between” 
spaces provide the terrain for elaborating strategies of selfhood – singular 
or communal – that initiate new signs of identity, and innovative sites 
of collaboration, and contestation, in the act of def ining the idea of 
society itself. It is in the emergence of the interstices – the overlap and 
displacement of domains of difference – that the intersubjective and 
collective experiences of nationness, community interest, or cultural 
value are negotiated. […] In the aftermath of the The Satanic Verses 
affair in Great Britain, Black and Irish feminists, despite their different 
constituencies, have made common cause against the “racialization of 
religion” as the dominant discourse through which the State represents 
their conflicts and struggles, however secular or even “sexual” they may 
be. Terms of cultural engagement, whether antagonistic or aff iliative, are 
produced performatively. The representation of difference must not be 
hastily read as the reflection of pre-given ethnic or cultural traits set in 
the f ixed tablet of tradition. The social articulation of difference, from 
the minority perspective, is a complex, on-going negotiation that seeks 
to authorize cultural hybridities that emerge in moments of historical 
transformation. The “right” to signify from the periphery of authorized 
power and privilege does not depend on the persistence of tradition; 
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it is resourced by the power of tradition to be reinscribed through the 
conditions of contingency and contradictoriness that attend upon the 
lives of those who are “in the minority” (1994, pp. 1-2).

The question of the modern categorization of sexual identities within Arab-
Muslim societies and communities must not be essentialized for political 
and nationalistic purposes. This is where an anthropological approach 
can be useful in terms of distinguishing the political contribution of the 
civic approach, as described by Jürgen Habermas or Joan Tronto, from the 
relationship of the episteme in terms of gender and sexuality. For isn’t 
this silencing of queer Arab-Muslim voices, in Europe and elsewhere, just 
as ideological and reactionary as the colonialist, Western and originally 
“Victorian” censorship?

For the same reasons, Arab-Muslim nationalists or “Islamists” appear 
not to take into account the long-term consequences of this endogenous 
homonationalist, or pan-Arabist, approach, which tends to defend a so-called 
“Arab” identity, while excluding those Arab-Muslims who identify as queer 
or LGBT+. Moreover, Massad uses the term “Islamism” throughout his book 
to describe Arab nationalists who use Islam for political ends, without ever 
explaining why he uses this particularly controversial neologism, whose 
negative connotations systematically refer to dogmatic, even terroristic, 
violence. Regarding the importance of categorizations of identity, Pierre 
Bourdieu notes:

Ordinary words impress no one, but paradoxically, the world of images 
is dominated by words. Photos are nothing without words – the French 
term for the caption is legend, and often they should be read as just that, 
as legends that can show anything at all. We know that to name is to show, 
to create, to bring into existence. And words can do a lot of damage: Islam, 
Islamic, Islamicist – is the headscarf Islamic or Islamicist? And if it were 
really only a kerchief and nothing more? Sometimes I want to go back 
over every word the television newspeople use, often without thinking 
and with no idea of the diff iculty and the seriousness of the subjects they 
are talking about or the responsibilities they assume by talking about 
them in front of the thousands of people who watch the news without 
understanding what they see and without understanding that they don’t 
understand. Because these words do things, they make things – they 
create phantasms, fears, and phobias, or simply false representations. 
(1996, p. 19)
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In a word, through these simplistic analyses, especially with regard to 
the “gay international,” we are far removed from the measured criticism 
of “discontinuity,” described for example by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 
between actual discriminated populations in the global South and so-called 
“human rightist” associations who spend a good part of their time asking 
for funds from foundations and governments in the global North, rather 
than responding appropriately in a “grassroots” manner to problems on 
the ground:

Colonialism was committed to the education of a certain class. It was 
interested in the seemingly permanent operation of an altered normality. 
Paradoxically, human rights and “development” work today cannot claim 
this self-empowerment that high colonialism could. Yet, some of the best 
products of high colonialism, descendants of the colonial middle class, 
become human rights advocates in the countries of the South. (Spivak, 
2004, p. 524)

Like Spivak, Judith Butler insists that human rights constantly subjects the 
human to “redefinition” and “renegotiation”:

An anti-imperialist or, minimally, non-imperialist conception of 
international human rights must call into question what is meant by 
the human and learn from the various ways and means by which it is 
defined across cultural venues. This means that local conceptions of what 
is human or, indeed, of what the basic conditions and needs of a human 
life are, must be subjected to reinterpretation, since there are historical 
and cultural circumstances in which the human is def ined differently. 
(2004, pp. 29-33)

It is imperative not to “binarize” the discussion on sexuality, as some LGBT+ 
associations in France do, especially a segment of the Inter-LGBT+ in Paris, 
when they refuse any calling into question of their “subculture.” Other 
Arab-Muslim LGBT+ associations, such as the one in Belgium, encountered 
the same kinds of problem that HM2F has had with a part of the Parisian 
Inter-LGBT+.

As Diane Fuss asks:

Is it really possible to speak of “homosexuality,” or for that matter 
“heterosexuality” or “bisexuality,” as universal, global formations? Can 
one generalize from the particular forms sexuality takes under Western 
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capitalism to sexuality as such? What kinds of colonizations do such 
discursive translations perform on “other” traditions of sexual differences? 
(1995, p. 159)

Of course, these questions are to some extent legitimate. They highlight 
the respect essential to all human cultures, including the manner in which 
human cultures represent sexual diversity, outside of any extreme ideological 
temptation. Above all, in the case of the present study, these questions 
allow us to analyse more precisely the representations at play, with regards 
to LGBT+s, queers and other alternative Muslims in Europe, in relation to 
sex, gender, and sexuality. Does the consideration of a sexual “difference” 
make sense for queer Muslims in France and elsewhere who, in addition to 
French, express their search for identity in several languages? Moreover, it 
is not entirely true to say that these identity categories – that we describe 
today as “performative” or even “colonial” – never really existed in the past 
in Arab-Muslim societies.

Bibliography

Amer, S. (2008). Crossing Borders: Love Between Women in Medieval French and 
Arabic Literatures. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Bencheik h, M. (2013). “Chère Houria Bouteldja: l ’homosexualité est 
universelle,” Rue89, 11  March. http://rue89.nouvelobs.com/2013/03/11/
chere-houria-bouteldja-lhomosexualite-est-universelle-240450.

Bhabha, H. K. (1994). The Location of Culture. New York: Routledge.
Bourdieu, P. (1996). Sur la télévision. Paris: Liber-Raisons d’agir.
Butler, J. (2004). Undoing Gender. New York: Routledge.
Carpenter-Latiri, D. & Provencher, D., eds. (2013). “Maghrebi-French Sexualities,” 

Special issue of Modern & Contemporary France, vol. 21, no. 2.
D’Angelo, R. (2013). “Plus fort que Frigide Barjot, les Indigènes de la République 

dénoncent ‘l’impérialisme gay,’” StreetPress.com, 7 February. https://www.
streetpress.com/sujet/74580-plus-forts-que-frigide-barjot-les-indigenes-de-la-
republique-denoncent-l-imperialisme-gay.

Fuss, D. (1995). Identification Papers. London: Routledge.
Grewal, K. (2011). “‘The Natives Strike Back’: L’Appel des Indigènes de la République 

and the Death of Republican Values in Postcolonial France,” in Hexagonal 
Variations: Diversity, Plurality and Reinvention in Contemporary France, ed. 
McCormack, J., Pratt, M. & Rolls, A., pp. 221-243. Amsterdam: Rodopi.



HomonaTIonalIsm and PerformaTIve sexual caTeGorIZaTIon 99

Jaunait, A., Le Renard, A. & Marteu, É. (2013). “Nationalismes sexuels: 
Reconfigurations contemporaines des sexualités et des nationalismes,” Raisons 
politiques, vol. 49, no. 1, pp. 5-23.

Massad, J. (2007). Desiring Arabs. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Merabet, S. (2004). “Disavowed Homosexualities in Beirut,” Middle East Report, 

no. 230, pp. 30-33.
Provencher, D. M. (2007). Queer French: Globalization, Language, and Sexual 

Citizenship in France. Hampshire: Ashgate.
Provencher, D. M. (2013). “Ludovic-Mohamed Zahed’s Performance of Universal 

French Citizenship and Good Muslim Brotherhood,” French Cultural Studies, 
vol. 24, no. 3, pp. 279-292.

Provencher, D. M. (2017). Queer Maghrebi French: Language, Temporalities, 
Transfiliations. Liverpool: Liverpool University Press.

Puar, J. (2007). Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times. Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press.

Renou, T. & Pomian-Bonnemaison, R. (2013). “Houria Bouteldja: Revendiquer une 
identité politique gay n’est pas du tout un acte universel,” STOP homophobie 
website, 11 February. https://www.stophomophobie.com/houria-bouteldja-
revendiquer-une-identite-politique-gay-nest-pas-du-tout-un-acte-universel/.

Spivak, G. C. (2004). “Righting Wrongs,” South Atlantic Quarterly, vol. 103, no. 2, 
pp. 523-581.

Zahed, L.-M. (2017b). LGBT Musulman-es: du placard aux lumières. Marseille: 
CALEM.





XI. A “Crisis” of Categories, Geopolitics or 
Civilization

Abstract
This chapter presents f indings that reinforce the idea that identity catego-
ries linked to genders and sexualities we now call non-normative (within 
a patriarchal and natalist system) have existed since at least the Middle 
Ages within Arab-Muslim societies, before then appearing in Europe and 
the West through literary hybridizations and cross-fertilizations.

Keywords: identity categories, amnesia, geopolitics, global civilization

What pragmatic approaches do queer Muslims adopt in order to survive and 
take part in social life? For many, the question is not to determine if their 
sexuality is “natural” or if the very category of their sexuality is “authentic.” 
Their problem lies in how to live out their sexual and gender identities, their 
individuality, within their families and communities in a potentially hostile 
public space. For a long time, it was traditionally recognized as an established 
historical fact, following Everett Rowson or Arno Schmitt, that the main 
sexual distinction in the Arab-Muslim world, between men who have sex 
with men, was between 1) actives, generally classified as luti and 2) passives, 
generally classified as mukhannathun, ma’bun, or ‘ilq (the last two terms being 
generally pejorative), ‘amrad mu’ajir (passive prostitutes), or wasi’ (an even 
more pejorative term). The Urdu term amrad parasti (lover of male youths) 
was also used to identify men who had an inclination for boys and young men.

When it came to women, “lesbians” were referred to as sihaqat or mu-
tathakirat. In some Asian cultures, especially in medieval Urdu Poetry, the 
term chapti (clinging or sticking together) referred to sex between women 
and to the women themselves (Vanita, 2001, p. xxi). Before the modern 
era, medieval writers like Ahmad al-Tifashi considered these women as 
belonging to a particular category. This is what Dakhlia (2007) describes as 
a “withdrawal [repli] into a specif ic category.” This form of categorization of 
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hybrid identity strategies is also found in more relatively recent authors such 
as Leo Africanus, in the sixteenth century. Born Hassan al-Wazzan at the 
end of the f ifteenth century in Muslim Andalusia, Leo Africanus highlights 
several commonplace questions regarding the feminine homosexuality of the 
time: Is it frustration? An imitation of men? A challenge to male authority?

The manner in which female homosexuality is categorized and considered 
within elitist spheres has evolved considerably over the centuries. Consider, 
for example, the practice of ghulamiyyat: young women dressing up as 
ephebes. This practice by young women in the Abbasid harems, dressing 
up as ephebes, is attested by Al-Mas’udi, who traces it back to Harun and 
his wife Zubayda. The latter reportedly found her husband to be showing 
too much interest in male youths (Bresc, 1996, pp. 31-76). French historian 
and scholar of Islam Evviste Levi-Provencal (1950, p. 173), supposes that if 
Al-Hakam II (915-976) remained childless until he was 46, it was because 
he had supposedly worn himself out on hubb al-walad (the love of boys).

The very opposite of ghulamiyyat also existed at least until the nineteenth 
century, especially in North Africa. According to Diego de Haëdo (1527-1608):

The Rais and the Levantines richly dress their boys (who are bearded women) 
with very pretty Damascene garments, satin and velvet, with Damascene 
daggers at the waist, richly trimmed with chains of gold and silver; they 
have, besides, beautiful boots, and hats made with fine fabric; in a word, 
they are dressed more coquettishly than if they were beautiful ladies. It is a 
point of honour among [the men] to fight to see whom will have the greatest 
number of these boys, the most beautiful and the best dressed. […] Alas, it is 
the most deplorable thing, on the contrary, that such things exist between 
men, without adding the shame of such publicity; it is certainly the most 
deplorable of all the vices that may exist, or that we can imagine. (1998, p. 76)

Even if strictly adhering to such categories would be reductive, the experience 
of one of my f ieldwork respondents, Ric, in particular, provides us with in 
situ evidence that this typology, this type of differentiation – irrespective of 
vernacular variants – is still alive in Arab-Muslim societies and communities. 
Ric claimed to have acquired a “sex appeal” because young men in the 
neighbourhood learned that he was, potentially, sexually available. A kind 
of fantasy about the femininity of some men is still of crucial importance for 
the construction and the “search” for identity. In short, we were dealing with 
many identity categories that were certainly more diverse and less “hetero-
mimetic,” and less binary, than most of those that we encounter today, but 
equally categorical and at least partly performative. This “hetero-mimicry” 
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is probably due, in contemporary times, to the fact that Western societies 
grant more sexual liberties to individuals, but, in return, the control of 
biopower on corporealities is increased.

Thus, without going as far as adopting the constructivism of some LGBT+ 
activists, arguing that there have always been “gays” and “lesbians,” scholars 
such as Sahar Amer (2008), who draws on Judith Butler’s relativist con-
structivism, argue that these categorizations of identity not only existed in 
medieval times, but also were more explicit in the “Arab-Muslim” world at 
that time. European culture, particularly through intercultural contacts in 
Andalusia, was impregnated by these categories at the time. Amer goes so far 
as to speak of same-sex marriages in medieval French and Arabic literatures. 
On the subject of the hybridizations of postmodern social representations 
related to gender, Butler states:

The presuppositions that we make about sexed bodies, about them being 
one or the other, about the meanings that are said to inhere in them or 
to follow from being sexed in such a way are suddenly and signif icantly 
upset by those examples that fail to comply with the categories that 
naturalize and stabilize that f ield of bodies for us within the terms of 
cultural conventions. Hence, the strange, the incoherent, that which falls 
“outside,” gives us a way of understanding the taken-for-granted world 
of sexual categorization as a constructed one, indeed, as one that might 
well be constructed differently. (1990, p. 110)

Another example are the songs of troubadours and representations of courtly 
love, which were supposedly at the origin of ghazal poetry. Steven Kruger 
reminds us: “Medieval thinking about the sexuality of Christians is crucially 
different, yet intimately intertwined with medieval constructions of the 
sexuality of […] Muslims” (1997, p. 159).

These findings reinforce the idea that identity categories linked to genders and 
sexualities we now call non-normative (within a patriarchal and natalist system) 
have existed since at least the Middle Ages within Arab-Muslim societies, before 
then appearing in Europe and the West through literary hybridizations and 
cross-fertilizations (Kruger, 1997). These intercultural exchanges took place as 
a function of social, religious, and ethnic contexts. This was an unprecedented 
civilizational crucible, since this passage of knowledge from the south to the 
north of the Mediterranean is conceived here as resting on an intellectual 
medium related to corporealities, notably thanks to Sufi brotherhoods and their 
philosophy of the adab, the unique love of the Divine and the ethics that results 
from it, the noble love of one’s other which would have been the principal object, 
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as much as the main medium, of cultural transmissions in love, eroticism and 
sexuality. In Cordoba, these intercultural exchanges were certainly abundant, 
but still fell short of the hybrid intersectionality in Baghdad, both geographically, 
scientifically, and culturally. These transmissions of knowledge, as described by 
Alain de Libera (2004), allowed, especially under the reign of Caliph Al-Rashid, 
the almost total reconstruction of the accumulation of ancient knowledge, 
thanks to a political will, and especially through institutions such as the “House 
of Wisdom,” which was originally a private library, before being opened to all 
Baghdad scholars. Regarding these intercultural exchanges, Amer cites the 
several transgeographic myths, including Kamar al-Zaman from the Thousand 
and One Nights or the classic Yde and Olive, which Amer very aptly defines as 
a crisis of heteronormativity. This Mediterranean intercultural heritage is still 
alive, when one knows where to look.

Far from any form of essentializing Orientalism, we have been able to note, 
contrary to what some nationalists claim, such as those quoted by Massad, 
that queer Muslims are for the most part engaged in a diverse search for 
identity, in perpetual motion, negotiating social norms in order to determine 
how to come to terms – in public and in private – with their Muslimness and 
their gender and sexual identities. In order to place the identity tensions faced 
by queer Muslims into perspective, I briefly retraced the history of the shifting 
dynamics of gender and sexuality in the Arab-Muslim world. In particular, 
we noted the influence of the West, demonstrating how dominant positions 
on sexuality in the twentieth century came to be radicalized in Arab-Muslim 
societies (just as in Europe in the nineteenth century) and later in Muslim 
communities of the diaspora, particularly in France in the contemporary era.

I then asked whether ideological censorship preceded the “crisis of 
passions.” My analysis reinforced the idea that sexual Orientalism relates 
to questions of domination, power, geopolitics, as well as some of the 
grammatical changes related to gender and sexuality. However, I rejected 
the hypothesis that all forms of epistemological categorizations related 
to gender and sexuality are the result of a colonization of the mind, or 
of “collaboration,” especially since similar or equivalent categories were 
elaborated as early as in the medieval period, or even before that, f irst in 
Arab-Muslim societies, before reaching Europe.

I then studied the question of homonationalism, which exists on both 
sides of the Mediterranean, in order to understand more precisely the 
ins and outs of the essentialization, on both sides of the political divide, 
of modern categorizations of gender and sexuality. We showed that this 
homonationalism displays reactionary, even totalitarian, tendencies: 
rejecting the very idea that LGBT+ citizens can def ine themselves freely, 
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where possible depending on the local political context, as homosexuals 
or generally as LGBT+ or even more generally as queer, if they so desire.

It seemed primordial for the individuals concerned not to binarize the dis-
cussion about sexuality, as some LGBT+ associations do in France, especially 
when they refuse to think critically about their political positions. Just as it 
is essential not to reduce the f ield of possible identities through statements 
that can be said to be, at the very least, clumsy: arguing, for example, that in 
essence homosexuality is not adapted to this or that part of the population, 
simply because of their ethnic, social or religious backgrounds.

There are several points for ref lection that can be drawn from this 
discussion. How might these changes influence the representations that 
queer French Muslims have of sex, gender, and sexuality? How do these 
diverse transformations, at the intersection of identity, national tensions, 
and European and international politics, relate to the social syntaxes that 
these citizens develop in terms of matrimonial relations? What are the con-
sequences, within Muslim communities, particularly in France, of an “Arab 
civilization” that has purportedly come out from the harem into modernity, 
from the polis of homoerotism to heteronormativity, through the medium 
of epistemological hetero-mimicry and essentializing homonationalism? 
How do Arab-Muslim societies and communities, in France or elsewhere in 
the world, extricate themselves from this crisis of heteronormativity? These 
are all avenues for reflection that I will explore in the next and concluding 
chapter.
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 Conclusion

Many queer Muslims consider transgressive f igures such as Abu Nuwas 
to be the f irst historical f igure in the history of Arab-Muslim societies to 
disagree with what would be called today a heteronormative social order. 
More specif ically, these socially and politically engaged citizens are trying, 
through Arab-Muslim LGBT+ associations, to prove at all costs, taking 
up the exact opposite argument of nationalist or dogmatic Muslims, that 
homosexuality is indeed a modern, categorizing concept, but one that is 
still an integral part of the construction of identity and the struggle for 
“justice,” as described by Samar Habib (2009). Admittedly, during the 
Abbasid period and at the beginning of the Ottoman Empire, pederasty 
was almost exclusively reported as having been “trans-generational.” 
Some soldiers, who had the reputation of being generally “active,” were 
described as f ighting over “passive” male youths. Moreover, ephebes 
were still considered as sexual objects for “heterosexual” or “bisexual” 
men – even if these terms are anachronisms – in the Mamluk dynasty, 
according to David Ayalon (1999). Allegedly, these ephebes served to 
prevent the older Mamelukes from having a right of sexual access to the 
youngest male recruits. Described as “feminine and “docile” in bed at 
night, but manly and warlike during a military campaign or in similar 
circumstances, they acted as shields against the paedophilic appetite of 
certain notables.

Today, in view of the ethnographic data collected during my research, 
I cannot assert that sexuality is by nature “repressed” in the “Arab world” 
as does Raphael Patai (1946, p. 106). Moreover, I cannot claim “that Arabs 
only understand force and […] that [their] biggest weakness […] is shame 
and humiliation” in the face of domination, whether military or sexual, as 
does one of Seymour Hersh’s (2004) sources in Washington a few months 
before the US-led invasion of Iraq. Finally, it is not possible for me to go so 
far as to confirm that not considering oneself homosexual, when one has sex 
with individuals of the same sex, is systematically some kind of Freudian 
defence mechanism, which is what Sofian Merabet (2004, p. 33) contends 
about men who have sex with men in Beirut.
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Nevertheless, in the face of these more or less extreme accusations, I will 
not take the opposite path, which consists in considering the attempt to 
enforce in the public space universal inclusivity to be a “utopian” project. 
Intellectuals such as Joseph Massad have even come to consider the actions 
of Arab dictators and that of human right activists in exactly the same way, 
claiming that, between the two, “the epistemic collusion is total, even if the 
political implications are articulated differently” (Massad, 2007, p. 47). Unlike 
these intellectuals, scholars such as Mezziane, argue, on the contrary that:

It is disturbing to compare the current legal offensive of several Arab 
and Muslim countries against homosexuality with – concomitant – 
decriminalization and the acquisition of a legal status for homosexuals 
in many Western countries (an offensive in contradiction with the 
commonly held idea of   the tolerance of Muslim societies with regard to 
these sexual practices). For many Arab intellectuals, the representation 
of masculinity is expressed today through the biological identity of the 
sexual partner (man, woman) as well as by the sexual role played by this 
partner. Sexuality has become one of the main parameters that structures 
masculinity. Moreover, the prohibition of sex between men is said to be 
inseparable from religious practice, and seems to become a real “identity 
challenge.” In addition, it is even more important now than ever before 
to historicize the arguments used by Muslim scholars to legitimize their 
[condemnations of non-heterosexuality]. Indeed, to grasp the logic and 
the articulation of religious arguments and medical arguments, or even 
more “vague” arguments that refer to “nature,” is to put in perspective 
the commonalities between Muslim and Western theses. By dissociating 
the prohibition [of non-heterosexuality] from religion, which becomes 
accessory in this construction, we will show that the processes at stake 
are f irst of all social elaborations. They are, then, constantly evolving and 
their meanings are diff icult to transpose from one period to another. 
(2005, pp. 13-14)

Mezziane did not consider the main problem facing queer Muslims in France 
and elsewhere as being due to a particular discourse on sex, articulated 
around questions of civilization.

Massad considers that in Europe and the United States, in particular, 
f irst with the instrumentalization of feminist movements in the 1970s, then 
more recently with homonationalism, the issue of “gay rights” and LGBT+ 
issues has become subject to all sorts of political and ideological attention. 
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Massad denounces LGBT+ human rights advocates such as ILGA,1 Amnesty 
International, and Human Rights Watch:

The Gay International, being a relative latecomer to this assimilationist 
project, has sought to catch up quickly. To do so, supporters of the Gay 
International’s missionary tasks produced two kinds of literature on the 
Muslim world in order to propagate their cause: an academic literature 
produced mostly by white male European or American gay scholars 
“describing” and “explaining” what they call “homosexuality” in Arab 
and Muslim history to the present; and journalistic accounts of the lives 
of so-called “gays” and (much less so) “lesbians” in the contemporary 
Arab and Muslim worlds. The former is intended to unravel the mystery 
of Islam to a Western audience, while the latter has the unenviable task 
of informing white male gay sex tourists about the region and to help 
“liberate” Arab and Muslim “gays and lesbians” from the oppression under 
which they allegedly live by transforming them from practitioners of 
same-sex contact into subjects who identify as “homosexual” and “gay.” 
(Massad, 2007, pp. 161-162)

It is true that Western intellectuals, such as the eminent historian John 
Boswell (1947-1994), or historian and activist Jeffrey Weeks, have for many 
years sustained an idealized representation of the tourist and sexual 
“paradise” that was the “Orient.” Although Schmitt (1992), for his part, 
considers that “homosexuals” (as a term and concept) do not exist in Arab-
Muslim societies and communities, he considers this categorical absence 
as intrinsically linked to transhistorical Arab-Muslim social structures. 
However, Schmitt asserts that:

Because the behaviour of Muslims today can be seen as a modif ication of 
older behavioural patterns, the study of male-male sexuality in Muslim 
society should start from old texts – although most of these reflect the 
viewpoint of the middle class only. (1992, p. 20)

Rowson (1991, pp. 72-73), on the other hand, recognizes disproportionate 
changes in sexual categorization from after the ninth century. On this 
subject, Massad rightly questions an Orientalism that tends to consider 

1 The International Lesbian and Gay Association is the largest LGBT+ association in the 
world, with ILGA off ices across the world, including the Pan Africa ILGA. The ILGA also works 
in Europe, especially in Russia, opposing anti-gay laws, such as the “gay propaganda law.”
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that the Western identity and political model is now the only telos able to 
liberate LGBT+ people around the world from the yoke of despotic ideologies.

It cannot be denied that those seeking a greater visibility, and therefore 
power, granted to LGBT+s, such as former Middle East Research and 
Information Project (MRIP) president Bruce Dunne, encourage the 
intersectionality of human rights struggles not only in a transhistorical 
way, but also from a transgeographic political perspective. Dunne takes 
the example of Egypt: “Western notions of sexuality offer little insight 
into our contemporary young Egyptian’s apparent understanding that 
sexual behaviour conforms to a particular concept of gender” (1998, p. 9). 
Dunne’s approach consists in demonstrating how “Oriental” societies, and 
Arab-Muslim communities in the diaspora, unlike Western societies, are 
animated by non-egalitarian representations of gender and therefore sexual 
behaviour. For his part, Michael Warner synthesizes his thoughts on the 
matter in this manner:

As gay activists from non-Western contexts become more and more 
involved in setting political agendas, and as the rights discourse of 
internationalism is extended to more and more cultural contexts, Anglo-
American queer theorists will have to be more alert to the globalizing 
– and localizing – tendencies of our theoretical languages. (1993, p. xii)

Yet by means of these remarks, Warner does not in any way call here, contrary 
to Massad (2007, p. 165), for the standardization of epistemes, but rather for 
more intellectual exchanges, within the respect for social diversity and 
each cultural context. It is unlikely that Warner is calling on Arab-Muslim 
LGBT+s to march in the streets of Cairo or Riyadh, even at the risk of death. 
Neither is he likely to proffer similar advice to a young man, for example, 
discovering his homosexuality in a village of 300 inhabitants in the depths 
of rural France.

French sociologist Eric Fassin notes that the denunciation of sexism in 
the banlieues re-activates and sustains the opposition between an “us” 
and a “them.” Sex, according to Fassin, is “the new conflict of civilizations”:

Such rhetoric is not unique to France: it has become the dominant frame 
to understand international relations in the 2000’s. […] [I]ndeed, in a 
context marked by increasing immigration restrictions more than by a 
war on terror, it is not about exporting “our” values, but about preserving 
them. In other words, the dividing line between “them” and “us” on this 
side of the Atlantic appears like an inner border that divides the space of 
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European nations according to cultural origins: sexual democracy would 
draw the limit between the city and the banlieue. Thus, let’s not confine 
the controversy around the Islamic veil or sexual violence to France, 
because of its republican appeal: all over Europe today, the difference 
between “us” and “them” can be summed up by how people are believed 
to behave toward women. (Fassin, 2011)

In a context where Islamophobia is increasingly a problem in France, Fassin 
is cautious and carefully bases his analysis on precise sociological and 
anthropological facts:

It is important to understand how much of what is shown, in the personal 
account as well as in the investigation and beyond in the media, is 
constrained not only by the empirical reality, but also by a rhetorical 
prism that determines how it is received. And yet, caricature is no 
less problematic than denial. […] Still largely not thought of, is less the 
opposition between the two than their relationship, in other words, 
between the “homo-ghetto,” these projects that are today portrayed as 
homophobic prisons, and the “ghetto homo,” that in no way escapes the 
thinking about race that pervades society (and sexuality): they mirror 
each other. The culturalism ascribed to the banlieue thus contributes to 
the problem that it claims to describe and denounce. Thus, we ought not 
ignore homophobia in the projects, but describe it without reinforcing 
it, by avoiding the traps of a rhetoric that in opposing “them” to “us,” 
forces the former to def ine themselves in opposition to the latter, as if 
reacting to the clear conscience of a sexual democracy, not devoid of 
racism, where the expectation is alas, the most often, imposed only on 
the others. (Fassin, 2011)

Even more than Fassin, Massad considers this xenophobic attitude as an 
“incitement to discourse” on sexuality which, as we have seen, produces in 
return not only a standardization of categorical terminologies – sometimes 
with the invention of new Arabic terms such as jinsiyyah (“sexuality,” but 
also refers to “nationality”), mithliyyah (“homosexuality” or “sameness”), 
qhayriyyah (“heterosexuality” or “difference”), shudhudh al-jinsi (sexual 
deviance) – but also by a rejection from the most radical elements within 
Arab-Muslim societies of any form of sexual diversity that is not heteronor-
mative. According to Massad, it is, f irst and foremost, the result of the LGBT+ 
human rights struggle that is supposedly responsible for the “intensity” of 
the repression endured by LGBT+ Arabs in Egypt or elsewhere:
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By inciting discourse about homosexuals where none existed before, the 
Gay International is in fact heterosexualizing a world that is being forced 
to be f ixed by a Western binary. Because most non-Western societies, 
including Muslim Arab societies, have not subscribed historically to these 
categories, their imposition is eliciting less than liberatory outcomes. 
(Massad, 2007, p. 188)

Foucault had already denounced the fact that:

Homosexuality began to speak in its own behalf, to demand that its 
legitimacy or “naturality” be acknowledged, often in the same vocabulary, 
using the same categories by which it was medically disqualif ied. (1976, 
p. 101)

Foucault, admittedly, concedes a little ground to those he considers his 
opponents in order to divert his remarks from their primary epistemological 
object, thereby reinforcing the nationalisms that he abhorred, just as any 
form of class or group ideology.

The fact remains, however, that Arab intellectuals would, for example, 
conceive of Napoleon’s colonialist invasion of Egypt in the early nineteenth 
century as a trauma that awakened them, sensitized them to what they 
would begin to categorize in terms of “progress” (taqaddum). Some intel-
lectuals such as Pascal Blanchard, a French historian specializing in the 
French colonial empire, trace this designation of a “common enemy,” to the 
f irst crusades, which was supposedly only a primary form of territorial and 
cultural colonization of the lands of “the other,” of the Muslims. So after 
decades, if not centuries, of imagined civilizational competition between 
the two banks of the Mediterranean, in opposition to what was therefore 
def ined as a “delay,” takhalluf, or as a “regression,” nukus, Arab-Muslim 
nationalists in the early twentieth century asked the question of “why 
Muslims have regressed and why others have progressed” (Arsalan, 1975; 
Laroussi, 1967). This question sums up quite well the kind of questions 
intellectuals have been asking since the early twentieth century. The 1967 
Six-Day War particularly strengthened this line of questioning. For example, 
intellectuals, such as the Moroccan philosopher Abdallah Laroui (1974), 
speak of accepting the “cultural backwardness” of Arab-Muslims. Laroui 
establishes a direct, almost deterministic, link between the necessary 
transformation (modelled on that of Europe earlier) of the Arab nationalist, 
pan-Arabist state into an “industrialized state” and the “evolution” of 
Arab culture. This is, more than a form of assimilationism, a call for true 
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mimicry. Laroui is joined by thinkers, politicians, philosophers in Morocco, 
Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, and all over the Arab world. After the defeat of 
1967, which displayed the f laws of Arab socialism, almost none of these 
intellectuals of the 1980s would continue to cite the economic, geopolitical, 
and postcolonial reasons of this “delay,” contrary to thinkers such as the 
Lebanese Husayn Muruwwah (1979), Mahdi ‘Amil (1985), or the Syrian 
Tayyib Tizini (1978). Authors such as Muhammad ‘Abid al-Jabiri would 
eventually declare in the mid-1990s that, according to them, with regard 
to this “dream” of an Arab renaissance, “there has been no real evolution 
in any of the issues raised by the Nahda” (1994, p. 37). Other Arab thinkers, 
such as ‘Azi al-’Azmah (1992), describe the twenty-f irst century as that 
of “capitalism […] unifying the modern world […]. There is no longer an 
absolute West, nor an absolute East […]. [Arab peoples] must rise to the 
level of advanced nations.”

These kinds of aff irmations, made by intellectuals of the Nahda and 
post-Nahda periods, supported by imams like Tareq Oubrou, do not take 
into account, for example, on the subject of sexuality, a particularly open 
and diverse Arab-Muslim past described as “the age of beloveds” (Andrews 
and Kalpakli, 2005). Nevertheless, Massad is right in pointing out that these 
kinds of declarations – which vary signif icantly in their level of sophistica-
tion – open the door to cultural and axiological colonization and therefore 
to violent backlash in terms of repressions in the public sphere towards 
religious, gender, or sexual minorities in certain Arab countries. And this 
is without Arab societies being able to escape, throughout the twentieth 
century, the dualism of temporal and civilizational peregrinations described 
by Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno (1972). These peregrinations lie 
between, on the one hand, submission to modern, imperialist – in this case, 
Western – assimilationism, and on the other hand, the dream of a pan-Arab, 
Marxist, revolutionary renaissance:

One could maintain that any hermeneutic tending to relativize Western 
culture is an indirect result of the infringement of extra-European cultures 
on the consciousness of Europe. But as yet, apart from circumstantial 
writings, we can accredit to no great name of the extra-European world 
any radical critique of the fundamental European ideology: rationalism 
applied to nature, man, and history. Yet between Europe and non-Europe 
there is a conflict, open or concealed. Will this conflict one day give rise 
to such a critique? If this should happen, we can at least be sure that 
Europeans and non-Europeans together will assist in its formulation. 
(Laroui, 1974, p. 126)
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In reality, there is a double dualism here. The question is whether the “regres-
sion” is due to, on the one hand, Arab-Muslim culture, the religion of Islam, 
and European colonization and its consequences on Arab-Muslim societies 
and communities on either side of the Mediterranean or, on the other hand, 
a modernity that is differentially applied according to the geographical and 
sociopolitical contexts, in relation to factors such as the political continuity 
between the power exercised by men and that exercised by women and the 
dynamics of marriage and the literacy rate. This last factor is, more obviously 
than the other two, itself intrinsically linked to the question of the right 
of peoples to self-determination. However, the second question, implicit 
in our analysis of the f irst type of dualism, is whether this “regression” is 
due, above all, to Arab culture or to the religion of Islam. To this question, 
Massad and many other Arab nationalists, provide unconvincing answers 
that remain mired in the essentialist dynamics of civilizational accusations 
and counter-accusations, which more or less deny the agency of citizens in 
Arab societies who are thus presented as passively submitting to, or even 
collaborating in, the destruction of the cultural and intellectual heritage 
of their past.

See the work of scholars such as historian and anthropologist Ann 
Laura Stoler (1995) or professor of literature Kobena Mercer, who ref lect 
on the relationship of a hegemonic culture with another culture that 
is considered “inferior,” in this case, Arab: “Historically, the European 
construction of sexuality coincides with the epoch of imperialism, and 
the two interconnect” (Mercer and Julien, 1988, p. 106). This construction 
of culture, as much as that of sexuality, f inds its source in the fascistic 
rejection of the “savage” and the “primitive” in all of us (Stoler, 1995, 
pp. 6-7). The Syrian Kamal al-Labwani describes the Islamic sexual 
revolution as the “sanctif ication of recent political decisions that weaned” 
the Arab ruling class that seized power in most Arab societies after 
colonial era:

How is it that the jurisconsults treated sexuality with equal attention, 
while other subjects, such as that of the inheritance of [political] power, 
which sticks to Islam for so many centuries, remain opaque and neglected 
[…]. Thus, case legal theory [f iqh] and ethics, which are presented as 
representative of true Islam, are in reality only docile servants of traditions 
developed for the attention of a certain class whose interests they serve. 
Such a class in Islamic history was either the military-commercial class 
[among the Sunnis] or the agricultural-feudal class [among the Shiites]. 
(1994, pp. 70-71)
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This is a political blueprint that has nothing to do with the culture or religion 
of Arabs, who were plunged into the position of cultural minority in their 
own country. This culturally assimilationist project is aptly described by 
Abdul R. JanMohamed:

On the one hand, there is a desire to def ine one’s ethnic and cultural 
uniqueness against the pressures of the majority culture and on the other 
hand an equally strong, if not stronger, urge to abandon that uniqueness 
in order to conform to the hegemonic pressures of the liberal humanistic 
culture. (1984, p. 296)

Furthermore, according to Schulze:

[Arab intellectuals] accepted the thesis that the eighteenth century had 
been decadent and used it to legitimate their own cultural production. 
Nahda required a concept of cultural decadence, for how else was the 
claim of cultural renewal to be justif ied? […] In addition, the concept 
of contemporary renaissance required the discovery of a “classical” 
period in the distant past that might be rejuvenated in the present. 
Analogous to European concepts of renaissance, Islamic intellectuals 
in the nineteenth century fell back upon a “Golden Age” of Islam. But 
even here, the European Orientalists provided precious assistance by 
explaining to them what the classical Islamic period was, and how it was 
to be understood and assessed historically (1987, pp. 191-192)

Schulze is effectively asserting that the destruction of Arab intelligentsia, 
especially through the destruction of manuscripts and the closing of 
traditional madrasas, created a new public that subsequently considered 
the older generations as “enslaved” by medieval manuscripts, even as this 
new generation of Arab intellectuals have forgotten the roots of its own 
enslavement to an increasingly imperialist West.

In reality, the majority of these nationalists, whether secular or dogmatic 
religious, do not deny the “presence” of sodomy in Arab-Muslim history. 
Rather, they seek, as we have seen, to negotiate a dignif ied and coherent 
place, within their ideological model, of passive “sodomy” and the diversity 
of gender and sexuality within past and present Arab-Muslim societies and 
communities. Beyond the sometimes simplistic grammars of corporeality 
in Islam, the tensions linked to the control and epistemological def inition 
of gender and sexuality are a structural constant of Arab-Muslim societies 
and communities. These unstable equilibria, sometimes haram (or harem), 
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sometimes homoerotic, have always been linked to matrimonial dynamics, 
and therefore to the control and perpetuation of political power. Renewed 
identity categories or civic tools, such as the associations described today as 
“LGBT+,” formerly called futuwat, emerge regularly throughout the history 
of Islam, particularly since the depsychiatrization and the progressive 
decriminalization of homosexuality and so-called “transgressive” sexuali-
ties, since the end of the twentieth century. The shift in public policy and 
identity dynamics allows a new generation of progressive, feminist and 
queer Muslims to better reclaim interconnected national and international 
political processes.

In accordance with such civilizational, historical and metaphysical 
schemata, we are thus far from the commonly held idea that Islam is by 
nature homophobic and transphobic, especially when it is perceived as a 
dogmatic, fascistic set of rules and not as a system of ethics. On the contrary, 
it turns out that, not only does Islam play a central role in the identities of 
many queer Muslims, but that the identities of individual queer Muslims 
have undeniably occupied a central place in Islam, from the beginning. 
Today, around the world, new representations of Islamic ethics on gender 
and sexuality are emerging. The main purpose of this book was not to detail 
the axiologico-political positioning of Muslims who are part of sexual or 
gender minorities. However, the present study, formulated in terms of a 
return to the sources of Islamic knowledge, seeks to inshallah2 contribute 
to democratic, secular, liberatory cultures of diversity, from the heart of 
Muslim civilizations and societies.

2 If it is God’s will.
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 Afterword
Adi S. Bharat

Like many other LGBT+s who grew up in Muslim families, I never questioned 
the notion that non-heterosexuality and Islam were incompatible. This was, 
after all, what I heard from all the Muslims I knew – from family members, 
religious teachers, and strangers alike. If indeed Islam unambiguously 
condemns homosexuality, as I and many similarly oriented friends and 
acquaintances believed, then there could only be three options: reject 
Islam, repress our sexuality, or compartmentalize these two seemingly 
contradictory parts of our identity. In my experience (and based on a likely 
unrepresentative sample of queer Muslims I encountered in my late adoles-
cence and early adulthood in Singapore), the third option was predominant. 
How many times have I seen in a gay bar on Saturday night the same person 
I saw on Friday afternoon at the masjid? How many times have I been this 
person? Those of us who were able to compartmentalize ethno-religious 
identity and sexual practice had adopted a sort of personal “don’t ask, don’t 
tell” policy with ourselves. We would live out two different lives, become 
two different people, and frequent two different worlds, keeping these two 
existences as separate as possible and deferring any meaningful reflection 
on our compartmentalized lives.

I also encountered older queer Muslims who had spent years – or even 
decades – in the proverbial closet, repressing their sexuality, keeping up 
appearances, often to tragic outcomes. One such closeted man was married 
with children, no longer intimate with his wife, seeing other men, while still 
experiencing self-hatred, and being blackmailed by a relative who stumbled 
upon his Grindr profile. He confided to me that he felt like he was living in 
hell. Though the experiences of other repressed queer Muslim acquaintances 
were relatively less dramatic, all of them shared the same kinds of fears, 
anxieties, and dilemmas related to the threat that their sexuality posed to their 
ethno-religious identity and community belonging. What makes this group 
different from the “compartmentalizers” is that the latter, while segregating two 
presumably incompatible aspects of their identity, were “out” to themselves, 
while the former remained closeted with themselves and with others.

Finally, as an erstwhile believing Muslim and now an atheist, I am as 
well versed with the social experience of rejecting Islam as I am with the 
repression of and the compartmentalization of sexuality. It must, however, be 
emphasized that the decision to leave a religious social group is rarely easy 



118 HomosexualIT y, TransIdenTIT y,  and Islam

since these groups tend to be entwined with others (family and friends, for 
example) to which an individual is strongly attached. Especially in countries 
and societies where Muslims are a minority (such as in Singapore or in the 
Western world), leaving Islam can be akin to leaving one’s community 
and support networks, and can also be perceived as turning one’s back 
on their community. As an informant from an ongoing research project 
on ex-Muslims in Singapore told me, “They [his family] felt that they had 
been betrayed because religion is supposed to tie the family even beyond 
death.” He added that an additional concern for his family was how the 
rest of the community would perceive them in light of his transgression. 
So while this particular informant chose to disclose his lack of faith and 
his dis-identif ication from Islam, many others either were not able to do so 
or chose not to do so because of the interconnected relationship between 
religion, ethnicity, community, and family. Thus, leaving Islam in order to 
fully embrace one’s sexuality is not a viable option for many.1

There is, however, a fourth option: reconciling non-normative sexualities 
and genders with (and within) the Islamic tradition. By the time I discovered 
scholarship arguing for the permissibility of homosexuality in Islam, I 
had already long lost any semblance of religious belief. Still, as a f irst-year 
undergraduate student in Boston in 2011, I found myself perusing the Islamic 
studies section of the university library. While no longer a believer, I retained 
a keen interest in Islam and Muslim societies, communities, and people. 
After all, Islam had been an important part of my life and, in some ways, 
remained long after I had ceased to believe in any god or religion. Thus, it was 
almost accidentally, while skulking around the university library looking for 
nothing in particular, that I stumbled upon Scott Kugle’s Homosexuality in 
Islam (2010). Kugle’s book was a revelation. Kugle convincingly demonstrates 
that the condemnation of homosexuality is not unambiguously supported 
by the Qur’an and that hadiths often quoted as justif ication for condemning 
and punishing non-heterosexuals are likely to be inauthentic. This was the 
f irst time I found myself confronted with the notion that homosexuality 
might be permissible from a religious Islamic perspective.

The f loodgates had been opened and I began delving deeper into 
the subject. In my f inal year in Boston, I f irst discovered the work of 

1 I do not mean to suggest that the decision to leave Islam can be reduced to one’s sexuality; 
clearly, it is a question of faith or lack thereof. Still, the perception that one’s sexuality runs 
contrary to one’s religion can be a factor in whether or not one loses faith. Plus, leaving the 
religion can sometimes result in both no longer being Muslim, while still feeling Muslim, which 
is to say to be an atheist, but still feel some degree of cultural connection with Islam.
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Ludovic-Mohamed Zahed. It was in particular a 2013 televised debate on 
Hondelatte dimanche between Tariq Ramadan and Ludovic that caught my 
attention. I had long been familiar with Ramadan and, while I disagreed with 
him on several points, I admired his excellent oratory skills and knack for 
honing in on the cracks in the arguments of his interlocutors. Thus, I was all 
the more impressed with Ludovic’s competent display. Ludovic adeptly and 
confidently marshalled a variety of sources to argue against what Ramadan 
took for granted, i.e. that Islam condemned homosexuality. The more I 
discovered Ludovic’s ideas, the more intrigued I was by – and convinced of 
the importance of – his vision for a truly progressive and inclusive Islam. I 
contacted Ludovic a few weeks before Christmas 2013 to ask if he would be 
interested to come speak in Boston. He accepted enthusiastically. Within 
a couple of months, I had gathered funding from several departments and 
research centres at the university (as well as from the lovely people at the 
Greater Boston PFLAG) to organize a series of events on the subject of 
homosexuality and Islam. In April 2014, a week of lectures, seminars, and 
discussions on homosexuality and Islam took place at Boston University 
and MIT. Listening to Ludovic and other speakers I invited, including Denis 
Provencher, a professor of French Studies, and Ani Zonneveld, the founder 
and president of Muslims for Progressive Values, was a wonderfully educative 
experience for me and for the many attendees across several days that week.

However, the week of Rethinking Homosexuality in Islam did not go by 
without incident. A few weeks earlier, an Algerian student had told me that 
he found the very idea of an event on Islam and homosexuality preposter-
ous. “You cannot be gay and Muslim,” he told me. I countered that plenty 
of people happen to be both, and that the reason I was organizing these 
events was to stimulate discussion on both the undeniable empirical reality 
and experiences of queer Muslims and the possibility of LGBT+-aff irming 
interpretations of Islamic scriptures. My interlocutor was unconvinced and 
told me that he would attend the events and “grill” the speakers. In the end, 
he never turned up. However, a group of male Pakistani-American students 
did turn up to a lecture by Ludovic and interrupted him several times before 
I told them to save their questions for the Q&A session at the end. They, 
however, left soon after, presumably because they had already made up 
their minds on the topic and did not actually have any questions, but were 
simply seeking to interrupt and disrupt Ludovic’s presentation. Nevertheless, 
the vast majority of attendees over the week took part enthusiastically and 
respectfully in academic discussions of Islam and homosexuality. Even 
so, there was a noticeable lack of Muslim attendees. Moreover, because I 
made it a point to speak and get to know the attendees, I realized that there 
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were virtually no heterosexual Muslim men – apart from the disruptive 
Pakistani-American students – at the events. Following Scott Kugle’s advice 
to me some months earlier, I had personally invited the students of the 
Islamic Society of Boston University, but, in the end, it appeared that they 
did not want to engage with the notion of rethinking homosexuality in Islam.

Five years later, I still wonder if we are not preaching to the converted, as 
it were. Homosexuality remains a taboo and dangerous subject in the vast 
majority of Muslim countries and even in diasporic communities. Moreover, 
when the subject is addressed, the reference points are too often the likes of 
Mufti Menk, Zakir Naik, or even the relatively progressive (but still orthodox) 
Tariq Ramadan, and not truly progressive and inclusive Muslims such as 
Ludovic-Mohamed Zahed. Nevertheless, changing long-held biases and 
perceptions is a long-term project and its progress will be difficult to measure 
in the short-term. Even so, the sheer amount of publications, conferences, 
and other initiatives – by religious and/or academic scholars, activists, 
and “ordinary” citizens – on gender, sexuality, and Islam is heartening, 
and suggests an increasing visibility of queer Muslims that will, hopefully, 
continue to spark productive dialogues and conversations within Muslim 
communities about the place of gender and sexual minorities within Islam.

Speaking from personal experience, and from conversations with the 
people I have met at events on homosexuality and Islam, the work of someone 
like Ludovic (or Scott Kugle, Kecia Ali, Amina Wadud, or any number of 
inclusive Muslim scholars) has a positive impact on the lives of countless 
queer Muslims by progressively, incrementally carving out a space for them 
to live out their sexualities and genders within the Islamic tradition(s). When 
I invited Ludovic to Boston in 2014, no one in my department had heard 
of him. A professor asked his friend, a former French consulate cultural 
attaché, “Who does Ludovic represent [as a scholar of Islam and as an 
Imam]?” “Nobody,” the cultural attaché replied, implying that Ludovic (and 
by extension progressive and inclusive religious Muslims) was merely a drop 
in the ocean of unbending Islamic orthodoxy. My response, when this was 
conveyed to me, was that I had brought Ludovic to Boston precisely because 
the countless flesh-and-bone individuals that his work directly concerns are 
often dismissed as “nobodies.” If I have continued to collaborate with Ludovic 
ever since, it is because I know that queer people from Muslim backgrounds 
(whatever their level of practice and/or belief) are not “nobodies,” and that 
the work that academics and activists do can have a meaningful impact 
on their everyday lives by, for example, providing them with persuasive 
arguments that demonstrate the space for non-normative sexualities and 
genders in Islamic scriptures and throughout Islamic history.
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Al-Tabari. (1997). Tafsir al-Tabari: al-musammá Jami’ al-bayan fi ta’wil al-Qur’an. 

Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-’Ilmiyah.
Al-Tawil, T. (1946). Al-tasawwuf fi Misr iban Al-’Asr Al-’Uthmani. Cairo: Maktabat 

al-adab.
Al-Zayyat, A. H. (1925). Tarikh al-Adab al-’Arabi – Ahmad Hasan al-Zayyat. Cairo: 

Maison du renouveau de l’Egypte impression et diffusion. http://read.kitabklasik.
co.cc/2010/01/tarikh-al-adab-al-arabi-ahmad-hasan-al.html.

Amanullah, S. (2013). The Crisis of Islamic Masculinities. London: Bloomsbury.
‘Amil, M. (1985). Azmat al-hadarah al-’arabiyyah am azmat al-burjuwaziyyat al-

’arabiyyah. Beirut: Dar al-Farabi.
Andrews, W. G. & Kalpakli, M. (2005). The Age of Beloveds: Love and the Beloved in 

Early-Modern Ottoman and European Culture and Society. Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press.

Arsalan, S. (1975). Limadah ta’akhara al-Muslimun wa limadha taqaddama 
ghayruhum. Beirut: Al-Hayat.

Ayalon, D. (1999). Eunuchs, Caliphs, and Sultans: A Study in Power Relationships. 
Jerusalem: The Hebrew University Magnes Press.

 
�������������������������� 



122 HomosexualIT y, TransIdenTIT y,  and Islam

Bencheikh, M. (2013). “Chère Houria Bouteldja: l’homosexualité est uni-
verselle,” Rue89 , 1 1  March. http://rue89.nouvelobs.com/2013/03/11/
chere-houria-bouteldja-lhomosexualite-est-universelle-240450.

Bhabha, H. K. (1994). The Location of Culture. New York: Routledge.
Bourdieu, P. (1996). Sur la télévision. Paris: Liber-Raisons d’agir.
Bourdieu, P. (1998). On Television. New York: The New Press.
Bray, A. (2000). Homosexuality in Renaissance England. New York: Columbia 

University Press.
Bresc, H. (1996). Figures de l’esclave au Moyen-âge et dans le monde moderne. Paris: 

L’Harmattan.
Burton, R. F. (1886). “Terminal Essay,” in The Book of the Thousand Nights and a Night: A 

Plain and Literal Translation of the Arab Nights Entertainments. London: Burton Club.
Butler, J. (1990). Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York: 

Routledge.
Butler, J. (2004). Undoing Gender. New York: Routledge.
“CALEM Editions & Cabinet.” http://www.calem.eu/.
Carpenter-Latiri, D. & Provencher, D., eds. (2013). “Maghrebi-French Sexualities,” 

Special issue of Modern & Contemporary France, vol. 21, no. 2.
Cover, R. (2012). Queer Youth Suicide, Culture and Identity: Unliveable Lives? London: 

Ashgate.
D’Angelo, R. (2013). “Plus fort que Frigide Barjot, les Indigènes de la République 

dénoncent ‘l’impérialisme gay,’” StreetPress.com, 7 February. https://www.
streetpress.com/sujet/74580-plus-forts-que-frigide-barjot-les-indigenes-de-
la-republique-denoncent-l-imperialisme-gay.

Dakhlia, J. (2001). “Turcs de profession? Réinscription lignagères et redéf initions 
sexuelles des convertis dans les cours maghrébines (XVIe et XIXe siècles),” in 
Conversion islamiques: Identités religieuses en Islam méditerranéen, ed. Garcia-
Arenal, M., pp. 151-171. Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose.

Dakhlia, J. (2007). “Homoérotismes et trames historiographiques du monde islam-
ique,” Annales: Histoire, Sciences Sociales, vol. 62, no. 5, pp. 1097-1112.

De Haëdo, D. (1998). Topographie et Histoire générale d’Alger, trans. Berbrugger, A. 
Saint-Denis: Editions Bouchène.

Denning, S. (1996). The Mythology of Sex. New York: Macmillan.
Derrida, J. (1978). Writing and Difference. London: Routledge.
Dunne, B. (1998). “Power and Sexuality in the Middle East,” Middle East Report, 

no. 206, pp. 8-11+37.
El-Rouayheb, K. (2005a). Before Homosexuality in the Arab-Islamic World, 1500-1800. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
El-Rouayheb, K. (2005b). “The Love of Boys in Arabic Poetry of the Early Ottoman 

Period, 1500-1800,” Middle Eastern Literatures, vol. 8, no. 1, pp. 3-22.

 
�������������������������� 



BIBlIoGraPHy 123

Éwanjé-Épée, F. & Magliani-Belkacem, S. (2012). Les féministes blanches et l’empire. 
Paris: La Fabrique.

Fassin, E. (2011). “Homosexual City, Homophobic Banlieue?,” Metropolitics, March 
9, trans. Christina Mitrakos. https://www.metropolitiques.eu/Homosexual-
City-Homophobic.html.

Foucault, M. (1975). Surveiller et punir. Paris: Gallimard.
Foucault, M. (1976). The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1. Paris: Pantheon Books.
Foucault, M. (1978). The History of Sexuality, Vol. 2. Paris: Pantheon Books.
Foucault, M. (2003). Abnormal: Lectures at the College de France 1974-1975, trans. 

Burchell, G., ed. Marchetti, V. & Salomoni, A. London: Verso.
Fuss, D. (1995). Identification Papers. London: Routledge.
Ghoussoub, M. & Sinclair-Webb, E., eds (2000). Imagined Masculinities: Male Identity 

and Culture in the Modern Middle East. London: Saqi Books.
Grewal, K. (2011). “‘The Natives Strike Back’: L’Appel des Indigènes de la République 

and the Death of Republican Values in Postcolonial France,” in Hexagonal 
Variations: Diversity, Plurality and Reinvention in Contemporary France, ed. 
McCormack, J., Pratt, M. & Rolls, A., pp. 221-243. Amsterdam: Rodopi.

Grosrichard, A. (1979). Structure du sérail: La fiction du despotisme asiatique dans 
l’Occident classique. Paris: Seuil.

Habib, S. (2009). Islam and Homosexuality. Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger.
Halperin, D. M., Winkler, J. J. & Zeitlin, F. I., eds (1990). Before Sexuality: The Construction 

of Erotic Experience in the Ancient Greek World. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Heger, H. & Chouchan, A. (2005). Les hommes au triangle rose. Paris: Poche.
Hersh, S. (2004). “The Grey Zone,” The New Yorker, 24 May.
Horkheimer, M. & Adorno, T. (1972). Dialectic of Enlightenment. New York: 

Continuum.
Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyya. (2000). Rawdat al-muhibbin wa nuzhat al-mushtaqin. 

Beirut: Al-Maktaba al-’Asriyya.
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al-tadbīr, along with Sign of Success on the Spiritual Path: ʻUnwān al-tawfīq f ī 
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