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Foreword: The Book

of Shibboleths

✳

During the first days of the Lebanese Civil

War, an apocryphal rumour swept the country,

sometimes told as a warning, sometimes as

a joke. It went like this: since the fighting at

the time occurred between the Lebanese

Kataeb Party (Phalanges) and the Palestinian

Liberation Organisation, one or the other

would set up a checkpoint, stopping cars –

but instead of asking for IDs, someone would

take out a tomato and ask you what it was.

How you pronounced the name of the fruit

would determine whether you were shot or

spared. The Lebanese called it

banadoura

, and

Palestinians said

bandora

.

Fail the shibboleth and, bang –

Allah yerhamak

.

A shibboleth is defined as a custom, principle

or belief distinguishing a particular class or

group of people. In the Bible (Judges 12:6),

shibboleth was a test of speech applied by the

men of Gilead to the Ephraimites who wished

to cross the Jordan after being defeated. If

they pronounced the word ‘sibboleth’, their

dialectic variety of speech betrayed them.

One of the first things any group does when

forming an identity is play with language.

Whether the group consists of members of

a police department, of university students,

residents of a city, British expats in Cairo, or

African Americans in the US South, they will

change dialects, invent new words, introduce

new meanings to them. Sometimes the change

is to simplify communication: as an example,

police having number codes for different

crimes, doctors for procedures. Sometimes it’s

to stop others from understanding what you’re

saying – think spy codes, or a quarterback

calling out plays in American football.

For the most part, however, groups create

a new language to consolidate identities by

increasing what the members of said group

have in common and, just as importantly, by

excluding others who do not belong. These

shibboleths are the glue that bind. They make

members feel at home within that identity.

✳

I was surprised by my father’s reaction when

I first came out to him some forty years ago.

He was hurt, but not terribly so. Let’s just say

that he had some inkling that I was not quite

straight a while before I told him. I don’t think

he had too much of a problem with what I

did sexually, so long as I did it in private. His

concern was that I was choosing to live as a

Rabih Alameddine
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queer man. Why couldn’t I just get married

like everyone else, give him grandchildren,

and do whatever I want in my private life –

fuck on the side, so to speak? Forget the

moral aspect of what he wanted for a moment

(he grew up in a patriarchal culture where

a husband’s cheating was not only accepted

but expected). He was asking why I would

choose to give up a dominant identity – say,

Lebanese, heterosexual, etc. – and openly take

on an oppressed, even despised one.

That question, in various guises, would follow

me for quite a while. I started a gay soccer

team in San Francisco in 1982, even though

I’d also played on several straight teams most

of my life. I was regularly asked by non-

queers why I needed a ‘special’ team to play

with. My response was always the same: that

the fact that they couldn’t see why I needed it

was why I did. I wanted community. I needed

friends who would get my jokes, and, true, I

had gay friends, but queer players understood

both my gay and soccer quips.

And, of course, we developed our own

language, verbal and non.

✳

I left Lebanon as a teenager at the beginning

of the war. My first sexual encounters were

outside the country. The first community I

tried to belong to was in San Francisco. In

the early days I kept my two lives, my two

identities, separate. Though I returned to

Beirut once or twice a year, even during the

war, I never thought about meeting queers

in the city while I was there, never thought

of having sex either (didn’t know what I was

missing!). I spent most of my time with family.

I was a queer boy in San Francisco and an

Alameddine in Beirut. I was totally out and all

that, just never thought about my queerness

in Lebanon. That changed in the late nineties,

when my first novel came out, and a number

of Lebanese gay men and lesbians reached out.

When I aended my first Lebanese gay party

in Beirut, I was flabbergasted. Not that there

were so many gay Lebanese in one place –

I knew of the gay bars, the dance clubs, the

hammams. No, I was shocked because, at

times during the party, I couldn’t understand

what they were saying. Our language and

dialect were the same, but their use of certain

words and phrases made no sense to me. I

was an outsider among this group of gay men.

A handsome young man, wearing a

turtleneck, leaned against a corridor wall.

Another young man walked by, suddenly

halted in pretend shock. His eyes travelled

the entire length of the sweater, contorted

his face in horror, and in a low, sibilant voice,

he said, ‘Yii, shou ṣān’a!’ I was familiar with

everything that came before the words. The

mock disgust at fashion disasters is a gay rite

of passage that crossed all cultures. But the

insult, ‘What a maid,’ was foreign to me. I did

not miss the racist or classist connotations,

yet I felt exhilarated. If I wanted to belong,

I needed to learn this new language.

The first time I had sex with a Lebanese man

in Beirut was both the sweetest encounter

and a disaster. We’d be fucking, and he’d say

something romantic, and I’d ask him where

that phrase came from (what can I say? I’m a

writer). Worse, he’d say something sexual, and

I would begin to giggle. We ended up spending

the night in each other’s arms, going over the

various speech permutations of the Lebanese

language of queers.

✳

What you have in your hands is a lexicography

of the language of queers across the Arab

countries, a book of shibboleths.
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Fūfū

. That was the first one I heard, or at least

remember hearing. I must have been around

five. It was said to me on the street, while I

was walking back from the shop next to my

grandmother’s house in Beirut. I didn’t know

what it meant, but the boy who said it did not

seem particularly pleased when the words

left his lips. I didn’t think much of it until

it was said to me again at school, and then

a few more times after that. What is

fūfū

, I

wondered? I still didn’t know what it meant,

but I was starting to understand that it had to

do with the way I walked or behaved.

How would I describe my mannerisms around

that time? I was an overactive, theatrical,

chay lile boy. It was a classic, textbook

case of ‘gay child’. At the time I thought

that my theatricality was the result of being

brought up in a household with two artists for

parents. I wasn’t like the other boys, clearly.

I didn’t question my otherness, and neither

did my family – the outside world saw it

differently. They saw me as a

fūfū

, which not

only implied that I was different, but that this

difference was upseing, at least to some.

I remember another time when my mother

and I ran into one of her relatives. She looked

at me and said: ‘He’s so soft and prey, almost

like a girl.’ For some reason that upset me

more than the street bully who called me

fūfū

.

It might be that my mother’s relative explicitly

said what the street bully had insinuated. I put

two and two together and understood what

fūfū

meant. From that moment I began a long

period of self-reflection, looking inwards at

my behaviour and editing myself to avoid

being labelled again. The insults didn’t stop

though, and they became ever more severe

as I grew older. Compared to

ṭubjī

,

lūṭī

and

mukhannath

,

fūfū

was rather cute.

I am privileged, however. I got to live my

childhood (almost) free from being made to

feel ashamed about the way I am. Neither of

my parents were religious or conservative.

My father was a musician and my mother

a painter, and their liberal aitudes were

somewhat of an anomaly in the socially

charged and conservative climate of post-

war Lebanon. It’s naive to assume that my

upbringing meant that growing up queer was

simple – it never is. But it did allow me space to

view my queerness with curiosity, rather than

festering shame. As I became more conscious

of the way the world perceives me, I began

to apply that same curiosity to the labels and

insults used against me. What did it all mean?

Why did those words have such an impact?

Introduction

✳

Marwan Kaabour
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My fascination with philology was not born in

that moment; it had been brewing for a while.

I recall hours on end, siing in the back seat

of my parents’ car, reading shop signs, ads

and graffiti, and asking my mother and father

what those words meant. With his immense

knowledge of Arabic, my father would

explain to me the meanings, context and even

etymology of the words I saw. That seems to

have stuck with me because language keeps

making its way back to my life and work.

In my design practice, I often use text and

typography as anchor points for my work. I

am fascinated with the layered nuances and

historical context that words hold, and how

all that shapes and alters meaning. I get giddy

when I learn about the origins of words. I

nerd out on trying to understand slang and

dialect, and the socio-political circumstances

that brought those words into being. One of

my favourite pastimes is to use words like

playdough, shaping and twisting them into

unexpected forms. It often ends up with

me churning out puns and wordplay to my

thoroughly unamused friends.

✳

In September 2019, I launched Takweer, an

online platform that archives and celebrates

queer narratives in Arab history and pop

culture. Inspired by clever word play between

the Arabic

takweer

,

meaning ‘to create in

the form a sphere’, and the English ‘queer’,

Takweer was born. By blending the two

languages I had created a new word that

meant ‘to make queer’ or to see the world

through the queer Arab gaze.

Takweer was born out of frustration from

seeing my queer Arab peers anchor their

expression and understanding of their

queerness within eurocentrism. This is not

to say that queer people don’t or can’t share

a universal understanding of their identity.

With that said, the way queerness has been

shaped over time, and the way it exists within

different regions around the world, has

historically taken many different routes that

sometimes diverge. There is wealth in that

divergence that must be looked at.

Another frustration was the lack of accessible

resources around queerness within our

region. Most books that I came across

that dealt with the maer were wrien by

non-Arabs, and in a foreign language. Many

other resources were accessible only behind

a paywall, and comprehensible only after

deciphering the academic language they are

wrien in. A small number of mainstream

references to queerness existed, but were

either references to ‘vulgarities’, a way to

paddle moral outrage over ‘sexual deviance’,

or to poke fun at queer-presenting people.

How could we challenge the narrative when we

lacked accessible resources from our region?

Takweer aims to be the mediator. I scan

through academic papers, newspaper articles,

television programmes, films, music videos

and social media, to ‘excavate’ and uncover

queer narratives, however grand or fleeting.

With every discovery, I design a bilingual

Instagram post informed by as much research

and context as possible to recontextualise the

narrative with queerness in mind.

Within months of its launch, Takweer gained

considerable traction among the queer Arab

community and beyond. It dawned on me that

I was inadvertently building an archive. As

the page grew, so did my interactions with its

followers, many of whom would provide input

or new leads to explore. There was a wealth

of knowledge that had been untapped, that

had previously been relegated to footnotes

or simply left out of history. I hoped Takweer

7
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would become more than just an Instagram

page and turn into a springboard from which

new projects would arise. I hadn’t realised

that much of my research was inevitably

bringing me back to language and what would

eventually become

The Queer Arab Glossary

.

✳

After seven wonderful years at my former

design job at Barnbrook, I left in January 2020

to set up my own design practice and focus on

Takweer. Two months later, the world stood

still while trying to come to terms with the

COVID-19 pandemic that was ravaging the

globe. I suddenly found myself locked down

at home, jobless and overwhelmed by the

uncertainty of the future. It was during that

time that I found solace in the work I do for

Takweer, and that the glossary was born.

It all started with an Instagram story I’d

shared on Takweer. I used the ‘question’

sticker to ask the pages’ followers: ‘What are

the words or terms you’re familiar with, in

your own dialect, that are used to refer to

queer people?’ I originally envisioned using

the submissions to create a typographic map

of the region, based on the slang used to refer

to queer people. I was expecting a few dozen

answers, not the deluge of information that

transpired. I then thought I would collate and

publish these submied terms in a glossary

as a humble small booklet. But the more I

repeated the exercise, the more submissions

and suggestions I received. It quickly turned

to hundreds of submissions, which began

populating an extensive spreadsheet. It was

the basis on which the glossary was developed.

The bulk of the collated ‘raw data’ came

from Takweer’s followers and their generous

submissions. The information required further

research to build a beer understanding of

each entry and its context. My positionality

as a cisgendered queer Lebanese person from

Beirut, living in London, limits the scope of

how much I can develop this understanding

on my own. I neither have access or automatic

comprehension of all spoken Arabic dialects,

nor can I claim that I know the slang of all the

groups that fall under the queer umbrella.

I embarked on a two-year-long process of

having one-to-one discussions with queer

people from across the Arabic-speaking region.

I made sure to speak to people from different

parts of the same country, of different socio-

economic classes, and those who identify with

the broad gamut of the queer community. The

discussions would happen via Zoom, email

exchange, voice-note threads or in-person.

I asked the interviewees about terms they

were familiar with and enquired about

their meaning, context of usage and to

whom these words are normally said. That

same exercise would be repeated over and

over again among members of the same

community in order to confirm the meaning.

If contradictory accounts were submied,

then I would conduct additional interviews to

either confirm the multiplicity in meaning or

provide consensus on one.

Every conversation enriched the research

and provided much-needed nuance to the

context of each entry. With that said, I am

certain that some readers will disagree with

some of the entries’ definitions, or might offer

contradictory ones. I welcome that and hope

it can help enrich and expand the glossary

further. No study of a similar nature can ever

be conclusive; it can however pave the way for

further research and more advanced analysis.

✳

Compiling and researching

The Queer Arab

Glossary

was an ambitious undertaking. Both
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queerness and dialect are known to be in a

constant state of flux and transformation,

constantly evading limitation. To add another

layer of complexity, there is no singular Arabic

dialect, but countless iterations of spoken

Arabic. ‘Arab’ and ‘Arabic’ are by no means

a singular monolith. The Arabic language is

diverse in its forms, as are the people who

populate the Arab world.

What is often referred to as the ‘Arab world’

is a grouping of countries in Western Asia

and North Africa, stretching from the Atlantic

Ocean in the west to the Arabian Sea in the

east, and from the Mediterranean Sea in

the north to the Indian Ocean in the south

east. Most people in this area are ethnically

Arab, but there is also a vast population of

other ethnic groups such as Amazigh, Kurds,

Somalis and Nubians.

A primary factor that defines Arab people

is the fact that they speak Arabic. The

Arabic language exists in its classical form

as Standard Arabic, as well as numerous

dialectic variations spoken by the inhabitants

of the region. Standard Arabic is formally

taught in an academic context, and primarily

used in formal communications such as

newspapers and news reports, period dramas

and formal speeches. It is seldom used as

a means for informal communication, that

is, you wouldn’t hear people conversing in

Standard Arabic on the street, only in dialect.

Spoken Arabic dialects vary massively, not

only from one country to another, but from

one small locality to its neighbour. The

variations are based not just on accents or

enunciations, but on significant changes in

colloquial vocabulary. The laer is a window

into the region’s socio-political makeup. The

words we speak today are witness to and the

result of years of cultural changes, imperial

rule, colonisation and soft power.

The prevalence of the Arabic language

itself exists because of Arabisation, the

sociological process of cultural change in

which a non-Arab society becomes Arab.

Arabisation occurred following the Muslim

conquest of the Middle East and North

Africa, as well as various nationalist policies

towards non-Arab minorities. Despite the

diminishing prevalence of the languages

those minorities spoke, their impact on

spoken Arabic dialects remains, such as

Aramaic in Levantine dialects, Amazigh in

Maghrebi or Kurdish in Iraqi.

Ancient political alliances and trade routes

have also left their mark on spoken Arabic

dialects. Egypt was part of the Roman

Empire for seven centuries, and numerous

Italian words remain in Egyptian dialect to

this day. Most of the region was later under

the Ooman Empire for six centuries and

the Turkish-Ooman lexicon remains a

fixture of Levantine dialects. More recent

European colonisation and mandates have

also imprinted our tongues, with Italian words

making their way into spoken Libyan, or

French entering spoken Lebanese and Syrian.

In modern times, as American culture has

swept through the world, many English words

have been entering our daily vocabulary.

This phenomenon will continue to shape and

shift our language and vocabulary over time.

Language is malleable and impressionable.

As is the case with the rest of the globe, the

nation states that make up the Arab world

came into being as a result of imperialism,

colonialism and civil, regional and global

wars. The states and political borders

that ensued do not necessarily reflect the

cultural homogeneity of the communities

that live within these borders. Language and

vocabulary do not acknowledge political

borders, but rather travel freely and bleed

across, visa-free.

9
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When it came to deciding how to categorise

the sections of the glossary, it would have

seemed obvious to do so by country, but

not necessarily the most natural way to

proceed. For all the reasons outlined above,

this glossary is divided by the six main

Arabic dialects: Levantine, also called

Shami

(Palestine, Lebanon, Syria and Jordan); Iraqi;

Gulf (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi

Arabia, United Arab Emirates and Yemen);

Egyptian; Sudanese; and Maghrebi (Libya,

Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco).

✳

I invite you to engross yourself in the

glossary’s entries, which run the full range

of emotions: harrowing, peculiar, hilarious,

shocking, saddening, joyful, sweet and

sinister. Explore the outstanding creativity,

wit, humour and sass that our community

has utilised to create language that speaks to

and is about us. Learn about the etymology

of ‘dirty’ words that seem to have survived,

unchanged, for centuries and that remain

embedded in our language. But also engage

with the entries that were designed to hurt us

the most. Use them as an educational tool to

understand how our communities perceive

us, and the prejudices that exist at its core.

While reading through the glossary, you might

notice paerns and themes that run across

several dialectic sections. Some themes are

expected – like words of kinship to connote

a queer family connection – but others are

rather curious. Why are there so many words

relating to worms? Why do the names of

animals and modes of transport keep coming

up? Perhaps one of the most obvious things

to note is the massive imbalance between

the many words relating to queer men versus

the few relating to queer women, whether

derogatory or endearing. This phenomenon

persists despite queer women having

participated equally in the submission and

interview stages of the research.

The gender imbalance and inequality that

patriarchy have fostered in the Arab world

extends to the queer Arab community and

the language surrounding it. While there

are dozens of ways to refer to queer men

and their sexuality, there are only a handful
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