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АМСТЕРДАМ: ИЗДАТЕЛЬСТВО  
АМСТЕРДАМСКОГО  
УНИВЕРСИТЕТА, 2020

Данная статья представляет собой рецензию на книгу Людовика-Мохаме-
да Захеда «Гомосексуальность, транс-идентичность и ислам: исследование 
Священного Писания. Противостояние политике гендера и сексуально-
сти», которая была опубликована в 2020 г. Книга Захеда продолжает акаде-
мическую дискуссию, начатую серией работ, преимущественно изданных 
в последние 10-15 лет, которые исследуют тему гомосексуальности и гомо-
сексуальной идентичности в исламе. В своей книге Захед проводит анализ 
религиозных источников (Корана и хадисов), классической литературы 
(суфийской и шиитской поэзии), а также дебатов в современном француз-
ском обществе, чтобы представить широкую картину разнообразности 
идей о сексуальности и сексуальной идентичности в исламе; Захед также 
отстаивает мнение, что формирование менее толерантного отношения 
к гомосексуальности в ортодоксальном исламе развивалось в тесной связи 
с европейским колониализмом и постколониальными отношениями. Бла-
годаря своему опыту в мусульманских сообществах квир и геев во Фран-
ции, Захед высказывает взгляды и идеи относительно гендерных аспектов, 
имеющих место на низовом уровне. Данная публикация будет интересна 
широкому кругу читателей, заинтересованных в ознакомлении с темой.
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The book under review is authored by Ludovic-Mohammed Zahed (b. 1977), 
a French scholar of social psychology and the founder of Homosexuels 
musulmans de France, an association for gay and queer Muslims in France. 

With his work Zahed, who identifies as a feminist, gay 
Muslim and holds a position of an imam in an inclusive 
mosque in Paris, seeks to contribute to the expanding body 
of academic work that engages with issues of gender and 
sexuality in Islam. As his sources of inspiration, he names 
Islamic feminist scholars Fatima Mernissi (e.g. 1987; 

2003) and Amina Wadud (1999; 2008), as well as a prominent scholar on 
sexual diversity in Islam, Scott Siraj Kugle (2010; 2013). If Islamic feminist 
studies have already evolved into an established field that has its roots in 
the 1980s, topics of homosexuality and non-binary gender identity in Islam 
have begun attracting scholarly interest only relatively recently. Particularly 
in the last decade, there has been a visible growth in the number of published 
works that have engaged with these topics from theological, sociological, and 
historical perspectives (e.g., Roscoe & Murray, 1997; El-Rouayheb, 2009; 
Habib, 2010; Shah, 2018). Challenging the premise that homophobia and 
misogyny are in compliance with Islamic ethical values, Zadeh’s book clearly 
draws on the arguments developed in these trailblazing works. 
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Z ahed envisions his book not only as a contribution to the academic body of knowl-
edge but also as a symbol of revolt specifically against the established status quo in 
French academia. The latter, he believes, lags behind its English speaking-counterpart 

when it comes to sensitive topics related to sexuality and gender in religious minority groups. 
Zahed, who was born in Algeria but raised in France, argues that “unresolved postcolonial 
conflicts and Islamophobic discrimination remains a decades-old factor [in French society]” 
(p. 13). His Homosexuality, Transidentity, and Islam (which first appeared in French; Zahed, 
2017) continues Zahed’s previous line of research. His earlier books include Le Coran et la 
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chair (‘The Qur’an and the Flesh’, 2012) as well as LGBT musulman-es: du Placard aux Lumi-
eres: Face aux obscurantismes et aux homonationalismes (‘LGBT Muslims: Out of Closet to the 
Light: Facing Obscurantism and Homonationalism’, 2016).

Homosexuality, Transidentity, and Islam was translated into English by scholar Adi S. 
Bharat, who also wrote an afterword to this work. Bharat equally identifies as a gay man but 
confesses that, given his experiences, he was unable to maintain his Muslim identity. A fore-
word by Jan Jaap de Ruiter, a Dutch scholar at the University of Tilburg, further contextual-
ises this publication’s contribution to the academic discourse. 

In total, the book comprises eleven chapters in addition to the for- and afterwords and 
the author’s conclusion. The first four chapters stand somewhat separately from the rest of the 
book. Here Zahed turns to Islamic sources to analyse aspects of the doctrine from the per-
spectives of gay, lesbian and transgender Muslims. He begins his study with scrutiny of several 
Qur’anic verses that deal with questions of gender and sexuality (Chapter 1). Zahed points 
out that the Qur’an does not speak directly about homosexuality; yet by reading the scripture 
carefully, one can assume that people with di7erent sexual preferences are God’s creations, like 
anyone else. Zahed then turns to the contested notion of ‘sodomy’ as it appears in the Qur’an 
and argues that the word refers only to criminals who raped men, and that it does not signify 
men who engaged in non-heterosexual practices (Chapter 2). Chapter 3 focuses on the Proph-
et’s opinions regarding homosexuality. Here, Zahed posits that the Prophet did not express 
clear standpoints on homosexuality, and most of the ۊadīths that condemn non-heterosexual 
practices do not have a reliable chain of transmission – which means they reflect positions that 
emerged after the Prophet’s death. The author summarises most of his statements in Chapter 4 
and briefly discusses the opinion of di7erent Islamic schools of law on ‘sodomites’.

In trying to reconcile faith with the permissibility of same-sex attraction, in the first part 
of the book, Zahed goes back to the root of mainstream ideas on sexuality and aspires to 
show that the stigmatisation of homosexuality is not in accordance with the original Qur’anic 
teaching. By and large, his review of sources does not provide any novel arguments that have 
not yet been covered in previous academic scholarship on homosexuality and gender in Is-
lam (e.g., Kugle, 2010). Certainly, the advantage of the book is that Zahed’s writing style and 
examples are easily accessible to people without previous knowledge of Islamic sources; how-
ever, some of his arguments do not have a sound evidence basis and appear as the author’s 
personal, emotionally coloured opinions. For instance, describing Abu Hurayra (d. 680), one 
of the Prophet’s companions, Zahed pictures him as “likely a repressed gay man without de-
sire for women, who became clearly homophobic and misogynistic and produced so-called 
.adīths that condemned, at random, dogs, women, and gay people” (p. 50)ۊ

Of a di7erent kind is the second part of the book that comprises Chapters 5–11. It delves 
into questions of how notions around gender and sexuality have evolved throughout the 
centuries. Rather than being in-depth studies, these chapters are relatively concise and pro-
vide a broad overview of di7erent aspects from history, literature, and present-day life of 
Muslims, both in Europe and elsewhere.

Chapters 5–7 look at the transmission of ideas about homosexuality from Christian Eu-
rope into the Islamic World, or to be precise, its Arabic-speaking part. According to Zahed, 
the idea of homosexuality being an illness that requires medical treatment entered the Is-
lamic discourses only in the nineteenth century, following the European colonial expansion. 
It is within the context of biomedical and psychiatric discourses in mid-nineteenth-century 
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Europe that homosexuality was increasingly framed as a form of sexual identity, and con-
sequently a deviation – the process that Foucault elaborated on in his History of Sexuality 
(Foucault, 1980). Prior to the encounter with European perceptions on homosexuality, Za-
hed argues, in the Arabic-speaking world such practices were part of everyday life and not 
marked as something prohibited. Somewhat expectedly, he proves his position by referring 
to examples from Sufi literature and its metaphorical allusions to male-to-male a7ection. 
In Zahed’s opinion, such a relatively neutral, if not approving, stance on homosexuality in 
Muslim societies changed by the twentieth century, as European ideas received widespread 
dissemination and were internalised by colonial Muslim subjects.1

Chapters 8–9 continue this discussion by focusing on the emergence of gender identi-
ties. Here Zahed posits that the very notion of ‘homosexuality’ (and later ‘transsexuality’) as 
part of identity constitutes a European phenomenon. Before being subjected to European 
colonialism, the Arab world did not draw strict demarcation lines between homo- and het-
erosexual practices, let alone define a distinct homosexual identity. A man could be attracted 
to another man and engage in sexual intercourse with him without necessarily identifying 
himself as a gay man. In order to understand the history of homosexuality in Islam, Zahed 
argues, it is necessary to introduce the distinction between active and passive roles in male 
homosexual practices. The passive role, he argues, was assumed predominantly by slave boys 
who were commonly gendered as unmasculine – a phenomenon that was largely regarded 
as normal in Muslim societies prior to the nineteenth century.2 The stigmatisation of such 
practices arguably occurred only under the influence of Christian missionaries.

The final two chapters, 10 and 11, introduce cases from present-day France, as Zahed de-
picts challenges that French queer and gay Muslims face in trying to reconcile their religious 
and gender identities. He draws on his extensive fieldwork material collected as a result of 
participant observation. This material has much potential to provide original insights, and one 
wishes the author was more explicit about how exactly the data was collected and analysed. 
Zahed posits that for many Muslims who do not fit into conventional structures, maintaining 
an alternative identity is coupled with social ostracism. On the one hand, they are oftentimes 
excluded from family networks and religious minority communities in Europe that reject ‘non-
traditional’ gender identities and sexual practices. On the other hand, gay Muslims frequently 
choose to distance themselves from existing French LBTQ+ networks, given the latter’s em-
beddedness in ideologically coloured debates. Zahed uses the term “homonationalism”, first 
introduced by Puar (2007), to assert that alternative gender and sexual identities are currently 
used “to justify or combat imperialism, at the expense of gender and sexual minorities, without 
actually being concerned for their well-being or rights” (p. 89). As identity categories linked to 
gender and sexuality become highly contested both in Arabic and French, gay and queer Mus-
lims search for ways to create safe spaces to manifest themselves.

On its own, Homosexuality, Transidentity, and Islam is a welcome addition to the growing 
body of scholarship that examines sexuality in the context of Islamic doctrine and history. Zahed 
gives voice to alternative, grass-root perceptions and ideas regarding notions of gender. Although 
the publication sometimes lacks academic precision and objectivity, it synthesises a broad range 
of sources, from theological disputes to literary canons and present-day media publications. The 
book is certainly of interest to a broad audience of readers interested in the topic.

1. One can find similar ideas also in Leezenberg, 2017.
2. For more details, see Murray, 2007; Roscoe & Murray, 1997.
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