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   I dedicate this book, in the first place, to the love that all the women in my family have shown me. But also to the men who have made me the person I think I am becoming.

   To my mother, who loved her children so much that she is undoubtedly a mushrikat – an idolater – and without whom we would not be what we are. To my adored sister, so beautiful and so human. 

   To my father, who said to me for the first time, as I was perched on the roof of the world, ‘I love you, I am proud of you. I will support you to the end.’ 

   Finally, I dedicate this book to all the gay Muslims who are on the verge, I hope, of finding the path that will lead them from their sufferings to freedom.
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1

   Arab-Muslim Tradition

   
If the human being is the divine astrolabe,

you need an astronomer to know about the astrolabe.1



   Al-athan, the muezzin’s call to prayer, wakes me up just before dawn, as it does every day. It’s six o’clock in the morning. My grandmother is already practising her Sufi invocations2 that she says every day before sunrise. I’m getting ready too. This morning, as I do every morning when I’m on holiday with my family in Algiers, I’ll be meeting my beloved religious brother Djibril at the mosque in the Scala district. This is where my paternal grandparents live, near El-Biar, up in the heights of the capital Al-Baïdha – Algiers the White. It was here that I was born, in Algiers, a city that I left at the age of just two years, before making a brief stopover in Tunis. My parents eventually settled in Paris, in the working-class part of the 17e arrondissement between Porte de Saint-Ouen and Place de Clichy, where I spent most of my childhood and adolescence. That didn’t prevent me from maintaining a strong, unbreakable link with North Africa, which I visited several times a year. 

   After I turned ten, however, I began asking myself a great many questions about my identity: Islam, Algeria, France, sexuality, boys… As a child in Algiers, I was lulled to sleep by the stories of the Thousand and One Nights told by my great-grandmother, sitting by the stove during the cold of winter. I also dreamed of a family tree that would go back, indirectly, to the Safavid dynasty, the restorers of authentic Persian tradition. I dreamed of our ancestor, who was then called Zahed, which means ascetic, persevering, stubborn, obstinate and devoted to God.

   One of our ancestors had left Iran to settle in the Maghreb, in a small fishing village at the foot of the nearby Kabylie mountains, a region bathed in sunshine all year round, narrow streets between houses with immaculate white walls, and cradled by the turquoise waters of the Mediterranean. Here, all roads lead to this hypnotic blue immensity! My grandfather eventually ‘took a wife’, as they used to say in those days, and with her they settled in the kasbah of the largest city in the Maghreb, Algiers the white, where my grandfather was born. 

   It was in 1980, decades later, that my parents would set sail to continue the adventure of our lineage. I grew up in grey Paris, a long way from the dreams of my childhood; a long way from the idyllic, paradisiacal setting I imagined on the other side.

   My first, shattering contact with what might be called ‘all-powerful masculinity’ was my relationship with my older brother. He took our cultural heritage, which he saw as a good thing, literally. ‘That’ll teach you to be a man,’ he told me as he broke my nose and my jaw, and regularly gave me a black eye. He was ashamed of his effeminate, ‘sick’ brother. I knew what he was talking about. ‘I’m somewhere in between: a bit of a girl, a bit of a boy’: that’s what I told myself from the age of eight, playing in the evening with my Lego or my Playmobil. 

   During childhood this conundrum was good enough for me, so to speak. However, in adolescence I came up against three major difficulties in properly defining my identity. The first was pinning down my ethnicity. My parents speak French perfectly; they were born in Algiers under the French flag; they were educated by White Fathers (a Catholic missionary order) as ‘natives’ of a republic with Gallic ancestors; they were enrolled in a Catholic school, they went to church on Sundays, even though they were Muslims. For them, paradoxically, because they had lived in mainland France longer than they had in their country of origin, there was no problem in announcing themselves as Algerians first and foremost. For me, things were much more complicated. 

   The second problem with my identity was linked to my spirituality, and my need to ‘transcend’. My parents wanted me to be like them, ‘modern’. On the one hand, I didn’t give them any cause for concern; yet at the same time they couldn’t bear to see their son withdrawing more and more into his so-called metaphysical certainties. 

   The final difficulty with my identity, and the hardest to bear, was my sexuality: was I a girl or a boy? I had no choice in the matter: I was forced to ‘masculinise’ my attitude, my posture; it was a traumatic period in more ways than one. 

   Then came the time when I succeeded in cutting myself off from most of my family. I had found myself another family, that of the Salafists3 in Algiers. Even though most of them welcomed me like a brother, many of them spent their days spying on my every move, which they deemed not good enough for them. 

   It was Djibril, a kind of brother and spiritual master to me, who was closest to me, much to the chagrin of the rest of our brotherhood. I met him when I was about twelve. He was nine years older than me, and as time went on I felt more than just friendship for him. I developed a real bond with him, a sentimental and carnal attraction. He went on to teach me how to perform the ritual prayer – ‘It’s the path to spiritual perfection’ – in accordance with the sunna of the Prophet Mohammed,4 imitatio prophetae, ‘as though you saw him’. Yes, we had to pray and fast as though he were at our side. And indeed for me Djibril, with his noble character, his haughty bearing and his black karakul hair, was in many respects like one of the Prophet’s companions. Soon he had taken up a central place for me during my holidays in Algeria, and subsequently in my life as a whole. When I was in Paris, I used to speak to him every week on the phone for twenty minutes at a time. 

   In Algiers, I stayed with my grandmothers. I usually spent my days with Djibril: in winter on the cold floor of the local mosque, studying religion and marvelling at the creation of our Lord Allah; in summer at the beach, now and then, with the other brothers. We spent every other night together. I slept on his younger brother’s bed. Sometimes we stayed at a brother’s house, after spending the evening drinking tea and talking. Most of the brothers were older than me; they treated me as an equal, but with the difference that for them I was a zmigré – an émigré.

   They often teased me about it; in a way I was their pride and joy, their mascot. When we were together, dressed all in white, we shared everything. Djibril and I, when we were with ‘the gang’, slept side by side, hand in hand, forehead to forehead, with a ouhibouka fi Allah5 to say good night. We would get up before dawn to perform the sobh prayer, the equivalent of matins for Christians, in the mosque, and then stay there reciting the Koran until sunrise. That’s how, over five years, I was able to learn half the Koran by heart, in Arabic. I also studied the science of hadiths, the oral traditions of the Prophet Mohammed, as well as the exegesis of the Koran, and Islamic metaphysics: the life of the angels, the order of the seven heavens, the succession of prophets from Israel and other peoples of God, until the advent of the seal of prophecy. 

   But Djibril also taught me how to act in a more ‘masculine’ manner – al-roudjouliyat. I had to stand up straight, with my torso arched and my legs spread; I had to speak in a steady voice, and my hand gestures had to be wide, with my fingers spread out, without breaking my wrist. ‘Not like that,’ he said, complementing his words with gestures.

   When I was in Algiers, I attended several religious classes a week. When he wasn’t working Djibril came with me; he was the manager of a maktabat ‘ilmiyat.6 We often walked from La Scala to the ‘gates of the river’ – Bâb El-Oued, the most islamicised district of the capital. Every Friday we’d walk together up to Hydra, the embassy district and the most chic in Algiers, where the mosque was located. This was in the Colonne district. This mosque was the rallying point for all Salafists who did not identify with the jihadist – and later openly violent – theses of the FIS: the Islamic Salvation Front.

   For a time I went to FIS mosques, particularly with my maternal uncles. We used to go and pray under a blazing sun in the capital’s hotter neighbourhoods, to hear the fiery preaching on Fridays, which sometimes ended in riots where we risked our lives. 

   But I soon realised it was not the path for me. I still remember that lunch after Friday prayers when, despite being just twelve years old, I confided to my uncle that in my opinion neither life nor the spiritual quest of the heart were intended for that. For the other Islamists, Djibril and I were now bardeen, ‘cold’; we didn’t have enough hot blood in us to take up arms. I’m talking about a time, in the early 1990s, when Algeria was still a socialist ‘paradise’: egalitarian – at least as far as the vast majority of the population was concerned – and rather poor, when nobody heard of robbery, rape, still less the mass murder or mass slaughter perpetrated by obscure militias surprisingly well armed in such a tightly policed country. This was the period just before civil war broke out, killing hundreds of thousands of Algerian civilians.

   I know now that I enjoyed those times more than any other in my life, because I was living through them with Djibril. I can also see that if later on I accepted being treated as an outcast among these Salafists, it was because my self-image and self-esteem were so low. I had spent my childhood with a father who told me that I was just a ‘sissy, a pussy, a crybaby’! My father often used to tell me, in front of the whole family, that he’d rather ‘break my back and bury me alive than see me become like that’. 

   But he was never physically violent towards me, and in his clumsy, macho way he tried to educate me, to bring me up. When I was twenty-one, on the day I called my family together to tell them that I was gay, so I would no longer have to endure the crazy pressure that would give me nightmares throughout my adolescence and see me wake up at night sobbing, my father and my younger sister were the only ones who stood up for me. ‘That’s the way he is,’ my father told them, addressing my mother, who was in tears, and my furious older brother, who would take years to accept my homosexuality. ‘We’ve got our heads round it. Now you have to accept him as he is.’

   I think I have become a man, even according to the macho standards of my country of origin (are they so far removed from those of the French, still all too often sexist and homophobic?). Today everyone knows, even if I don’t feel the need to talk about it openly with everyone, that I am the man I am. It seems to me, I think with good reason, I’ve fought harder than others to get to where I am today.7 The day when, as an adult, after yet another argument, I finally stood up in front of my brother and looked into his eyes, and he sat down without asking; that was the day I became a man, in every respect.

   Never again will my brother, or any other Muslim ‘brother’ or ‘father figure’, be able to ostracise me without me responding as an adult, no longer as a child who has internalised these norms of inferiority and domination; the traditional dehumanisation arising out of gender and sexuality that considers people ‘like me’ sub-human, weak, excluded from access to the sacrosanct, to be tolerated, if necessary, not victimised too much, but never, ever, accepted as equals. 

   Nowadays that naive little child, ashamed of certain sides of his personality, has grown up, and considers himself in full possession of his faculties. Is it a crime to have loved my beloved brother so much? Am I alone in being both Muslim and attracted to his fellow brother? Why is it a crime to enjoy the carnal pleasures with which God has endowed us?

   In Arabic Islam means ‘peace’. More specifically, according to a fairly modern interpretation, the term could refer to a continuous process of coming to terms with the ways in which our humanity is represented. In a number of publications by the HM2F association, a group of gay French Muslims, I have tried to show from a historical and religious perspective that during the early centuries of Islam homosexuality, or femininity among men, was not violently condemned or rejected as such. On the contrary, until the pre-modern era, some time in the nineteenth century, such femininity seems to have been tolerated, even implicitly cherished, within a relatively inclusive Arab-Muslim world. 

   I have also tried to determine, from a more anthropological and psychosocial point of view, whether this upsurge in homophobia in the Arab-Muslim world is linked, somehow or another, to a deeper rejection of a certain kind of femininity. Is such femininity denigrated because of what is perceived as its intrinsic passivity, which, at a time when some Muslims believe, rightly or wrongly, that Islam is under attack from all sides, is regarded as culpable weakness?

   This rejection by religious zealots of a femininity expressed by women and also by some ‘penetrated’ men which they consider all too visible in the public realm, is one of the reasons we set up the Femmes et Féminités (Women and Femininities) group8 within the HM2F citizens’ collective. Far be it from us to create a ‘ghetto’ for women within the association: indeed, exactly the opposite. We started from the premise that homophobia is as much, if not more, an attempt to impose a hegemonic, patriarchal and heterocentric model9 as it is the rejection of a femininity increasingly openly assumed by women in general, and certain gay men in particular. 

   This would be a rejection of femininity – or, according to some psychoanalysts, a form of castration – evident all too clearly in family environments considered, rightly or wrongly, to be macho: those perceived to be ordered around the dynamics of the male. Under this interpretation, homophobia would be, at least in part, a dysphoria10 arising out of the conception certain dogmatic, macho and conservative people have of themselves and of others. For even if Islam in Arabic literally means ‘to be at peace’, it has to be said that in their representation of femininity many dogmatic Muslims don’t seem to understand this: to them the female body should be veiled, impenetrable to the gaze of the unknown. At the same time, Muslim theologians in France are reaffirming to anyone who will listen that the veil is not an immutable Islamic practice; that it is not part of the very foundations of Islam; that in our current geopolitical context, the France of the twenty-first century, a practice going back to the very first Muslims no longer makes sense.11 Why, then, this obsession with the image of women?

   As for homosexuality, even though it is condemned neither in the Koran nor in the Sunna,12 and though on the other hand there is no prescription in favour of heterosexuality either – unlike, to a certain extent, the wearing of the veil – some dogmatists erect it into a hobbyhorse for which they refuse to change their value system. To what kind of disturbed sensibility or unresolved issues of identity might such dysphoria be ascribed? I think it’s likely to be this same passivity again, perceived as weakness, that dogmatic Muslims are ill at ease with. That’s the conception of femininity that poses such a problem for them.

   Rather, in an Arab-Muslim world on the lookout for the slightest threat, even the defensive, they seem to be in favour of an all-powerful, hegemonic masculinity with no rivals. Under such a patriarchal model, claiming to be both dominant and at the same time constantly on the alert, doesn’t femininity symbolise weakness, giving in? Wouldn’t targeting femininity provide the ideal catharsis for that irrepressible castration phobia that is responsible for all the misfortunes besetting Islam?

   In other words, in these times of turmoil and conflict, with Muslim identity in France and elsewhere constantly coming under question, the overt femininity expressed by women in general and certain men in particular becomes the ideal scapegoat for a dogma claiming to be immutable while seeking both meaning and power-sharing. What could be more ignominious for such dogmatists than a man who, in broad daylight, is a standard-bearer for such femininity, such penetrated passivity, encapsulating, in their eyes, the weakness inherent in all forms of femininity? The question is whether this has always been the case with homophobic violence.

   It is this passive, penetrated, feminine homosexuality, I think, even more than femininity itself, that in the eyes of dogmatic Muslims is likely to be the symbol par excellence of intolerable weakness. Furthermore, it is the parallel drawn between the representation of women and the femininity of certain men that in my opinion highlights the perception certain dogmatists may have of the Muslim woman as no longer in keeping with the spirit of the Islamic ‘project’. 

   For all that, we need to be measured and subtle in trying to determine whether it is femininity itself that is hated by dogmatic Muslims, who would like to hide it, eliminate it from the public arena, castrate it, as it were; or whether such dysphoric representations of femininity in general are, on the contrary, symptomatic of an irrepressible, idealised, immature love of femininity – the mother figure – incapable of seeing it as a subject in its own right, the bearer of its own form of otherness. 

   This would be a castrating love of femininity, which would not condemn femininity per se but, worse still, be a reductive love, prohibiting men from being the bearers of a femininity that is considered in some way sacred, and imprisoning women in an identity that makes them inferior precisely because it idealises them; a representation that would imprison men just as much in a predetermined gender and social role. Such a mindset is shared by a good many Muslims in France and elsewhere and, whatever people may say, just as delusory. How can we break out of such an impasse?

   It would take me more than twenty years to formulate a viable response, let alone get real answers, to these questions. Today I’m convinced that if the Prophet Mohammed were alive, he would marry gay couples. But when I was a teenager, I was still discovering Islam or, to be more precise, a certain form of Islam that had come from elsewhere, and that we now call ‘Wahhabism’.
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