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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

of words to do so for queer women. The

misogyny embedded in our language limits

the boundaries in which women are able

to speak about their bodies, sexualities and

queerness. The words that do exist mostly

take agency away from queer women and

bring it back to the man. This is effected by

using words implying that women who are

queer and/or are not feminine-presenting are

somehow ‘manly’ – such as

mistarjila

(like a

man; Levantine) or

boya

(feminisation of boy;

Gulf). Or it is achieved through referencing

queer women’s sex lives by using tropes

popularised by mostly heterosexual men,

such as

laḥḥāsa

(licker; Iraqi) or

ḥakkāka

(rubber; Maghrebi).

Despite it being particular to the queer

community, the entries of

The Queer Arab

Glossary

reflect the societies we live in and

the linguistic landscape aached to them. The

observations mentioned above are natural

consequences of this landscape. It is my hope

that this glossary encourages a conversation

that leads to the innovation of new queer

slang that fills in the gaps. I imagine an

updated version of the glossary in the future

with a wealth of entries relating to queer

women, trans people and everyone else who

presides under the queer umbrella.

And despite it being specific to the Arabic-

speaking region,

The Queer Arab Glossary

presents a universal framework. It can be

applied to any grouping of communities

around the world, who share dialect and slang.

10
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✳

The six dialectic sections that make up

The

Queer

Arab

Glossary

are the backbone of this

volume. The entries were compiled, wrien

and researched bilingually. The research

process was synonymous with the way most

Arabic-speaking youth code-switch, and

so it was natural to present the outcome in

both Arabic and English. The 330 entries

paint a thorough picture of the philological

environment that queer Arabs exist in, but

it was crucial to bring the glossary to life

both in text and image. I worked closely with

Suneela Mubayi whose vast knowledge of

the Arabic language and its history helped

articulate the historical, social and linguistic

depths the entries held.

Some entries showcase the exciting elasticity

of the Arabic language, while others utilise

text to paint a picture. From the outset of the

project, I was certain the book demanded an

illustrative element to bring the visual entries

to life. The personalities and scenes those

terms describe give us a unique opportunity

to introduce a sense of mythology into our

queer imaginary. Can we envisage how the

Levantine

ʿ

aqraba

or the Egyptian

nagafa

look like? Those words might have negative

connotations, but Haitham Haddad’s masterful

illustrations are able to inject a much-needed

dose of joy, humour and the macabre. For

example,

dūdakī

is an Iraqi pejorative term,

which means ‘riddled with worms’. Haitham’s

visualisation of the

dūdakī

is a confident and

sassy medusa-like mythological character,

with living worms, rather than snakes, as hair.

Despite what the terms suggest, the queerness

of the visualised characters does not weigh

them down, but rather lifts them up.

The other crucial undertaking was to situate

and contextualise the glossary in today’s

world. I turned to eight of the region’s key

thinkers, artists, researchers and writers,

and asked them to create essays that engage

with the glossary. Based on their area of

interest and expertise, they each presented

an illuminating text that brings much-needed

depth to the project.

Hamed Sinno and Saqer AlMarri’s texts

both centre around the oldest and most

frequently used terms to refer to queer

people in Arabic:

Mukhannath

. Hamed’s essay

ANCESTRIES

is research poetry exploring

their personal investment in the lineage of

the

Mukhannathun

, and the way that history

bridged their imagined alienation from

brownness. Saqer’s text

A Rich Constellation

of Identities

explores the associated historical

identities in Arab history of the terms

khuntha

,

mukhannath

and

khanith

, along with their

linguistic characteristics and literary uses.

From the linguistic to the feminine and

feminist space of Mejdulene Bernard

Shomali’s

Living in the Ellipses

, which

explores the space between the named and

unnamed in speaking about queer women

and femininity. Rana Issa’s

A Dance of

Gossip

imagines a ‘gossip session’ between

queer, non-confirming and trans people

from (real and imagined) Arab history and

pop culture. The aendees discuss their sex

lives and sexuality in ways that transcend

the kind of language usually aributed to

queer women. Their conversation rectifies

the considerable linguistic gap around

queer women as seen in the glossary.

Gossip, rumours, whispers, folktales, legends

and myths are cited in Sophie Chamas’

A Pedagogy of Rumours

as tools to build

a queer Arab sense of self and a language.

Sophie’s text reflects on the role that a

speculative engagement with the past, present

and future of queer Arabness plays in the

development of both a queer Arab lexicon.

11
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Adam HajYahya’s text

Are You a Pan-Arab

Nationalist or Just a Man Who Sleeps With

Men?

examines the political relationship

between Palestinian sexuality and Zionist

seler colonisation. Adam’s text demonstrates

how Palestinian sexuality has been a central

object in formulating a colonial ideology that

others Palestinians for being sexually ‘deviant’

at times, and ‘repressed’ at others.

Nisrine Chaer’s

Terteeb, Bahdaleh, Tha

ʾ

afeh

and Crisscrossing Transness

turns to the story

of two trans refugees in Lebanon to account

for how transness and the terminology around

it exceeds the contours of prevailing gender

and sexuality, and how respectability operates

and is deployed by trans refugees, both in the

public space and the humanitarian space.

Finally, we conclude with Abdellah Taïa’s

An Effeminate Moroccan

, a moving personal

account from the writer's childhood. Abdellah

recounts the words, sounds and images that

coloured his childhood as a young effeminate

boy growing up in a socially conservative

Salé, and the way those elements shaped his

understanding of his queer identity.

✳

This glossary constitutes an extensive snap-

shot of the linguistic landscape of queerness

in the Arabic-speaking region. The entries

reach out into the ancient as well as the recent

past, but predominantly survey the language

of today. They encapsulate the lexicon of the

queer Arab community in all of its differences,

particularities and quirks.

When the language we inherit does not equip

us with the tools to speak about ourselves,

we create our own. Queer slang is a way to

identify other members of our community,

it is an expression of social recognition and

a form of protest. Slang allows us to say

things conventional words and phrases are

incapable of expressing; it fills the gaps. As

our understanding of our queerness develops,

alongside cultural and socio-political changes

that will ultimately ensue, queers will innovate

new slang on the daily. As exciting as the

prospect of new queer slang is, it is imperative

to document and conserve slang of today and

whatever we can salvage from the past.

We must conserve memory. It is evidence of

our existence, but also knowledge for later

generations to learn from. It is no surprise that

archives and memory are constantly under

aack. In 2023 alone, Lebanon’s National

News Agency’s photo archive was stolen by

unknown assailants, while the Israeli Zionist

occupation forces destroyed Gaza’s ‘Central

Archives’, which contained thousands of

historical documents dating back more than

150 years. Insidious aacks on memory allow

those who control the narrative to not only

shape the socio-political discourse of today,

but to rewrite and reshape the past as well.

In the face of continuous marginalisation and

silencing – as well as looming challenges by

artificial intelligence, which might further

blur the line between fact and fiction – it is

imperative we conserve our stories, images,

culture and language.

As an umbrella platform, Takweer, and this

book as its first realised project, aims to

research, explore, archive and celebrate queer

narratives in the region’s history and popular

culture. Takweer presents a challenge to

the hegemonic cultural and socio-political

discourse of our region, by introducing a

queer, feminist and progressive reading of the

past and present.

In the clearest and simplest terms, this book

debunks the egregious myth, adopted by

many conservative elements of our own
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communities, that queerness is an imported

Western or bourgeois concept. In the words

of not only our queer siblings and allies, but

also our bullies, our active presence across

the region is documented throughout the

decades and centuries. We have always been

here, despite the varying nomenclature.

This book also debunks the ludicrous myth,

adopted by misinformed Westerners with

underlying Islamophobic sentiments, that

the people of this region are inherently

homophobic and backwards, unable to make

space for or to embrace queer people. Not

only do queers exist in every section and

every stratum of this region, but we have

been talking about it for centuries now. This

is not to undermine the many challenges

marginalised communities in our region

face, but rather it is a defiant proclamation

of wanting to understand these challenges

and resolve them with our kin, and not via a

parachuted saviour.

As queer elders pass, a great wealth of

knowledge and wisdom passes too. For young

queers, it might be a lifelong challenge to

navigate the murky and treacherous waters

of understanding not only themselves, but

how they exist within a community and

society. That challenge may sometimes be

all-encompassing, and even lethal. Perhaps

a project like this book might help pass on

the knowledge and facilitate understanding.

It allows for young queer people to have a

footing firmly fixed in the ancestral past, a

more nuanced understanding of today and

the tools to help navigate the uncertain future.

13
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Levantine

Dialects

JO

PS

LB

SY

Jordan

Palestine

Lebanon

Syria

✳
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Ukht Rijāl

LB

SY

‘Sister to men’, i.e. manlike. Refers to a

‘strong’ girl with a masculine appearance

and / or tough mannerisms that emulate

normative masculine gender expression.

✳

Ukhtī

LB

‘Sister’; term of kinship used to refer to a

friend, and imply a sense of sisterhood.

✳

Enfant / Anfona

LB

SY

Arabisation of of the French enfant

(child); refers to a younger gay man; twink.

✳

Idlibī

SY

‘From Idlib’, a city in north-west Syria that

has a reputation of being full of gay men.

Synonymous with ‘gay’ among Syrians.

✳

Iqlib Inta f ī Idlib

SY

‘Bend over, you’re now in Idlib.’ A tongue-

in-cheek saying, referring to the sexual

promiscuity of the gay men in the city.

✳

Immī / Immé

LB

Arabic for ‘Mum’. Endearing terms of

kinship used to refer to a queer matriarch.

✳

Bi-l-jaww / Min al-jaww

LB

SY

Someone who is ‘in / from the scene’,

i.e. the gay scene. Used among

members of the queer community.

✳
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Birūḥ

PS

‘He goes’, i.e. after men; gay.

✳

Bot

ʿ

aj

PS

‘Bender’; one who is willing to bend over

during sex with men.

✳

Ballā

ʿ

a

PS

‘Mouth of a drain’, i.e. someone who

swallows; used refer to men performing

fellatio on other men.

✳

Ballī

ʿ

/

Ballā

ʿ

Ayr

PS

‘Cock swallower’.

Ayr

is phallus in

classical Arabic and Levantine dialects.

Men who frequently perform fellatio.

✳

Bintāk

/

Mintāk

JO

LB

PS

SY

From ‘nīk’, colloquial word for fucking

(from classical Arabic), used in French as

the verb

niker

; boom in gay sex; gay.

✳

Bintī

LB

‘Daughter’. Term of endearment to express

kinship towards a younger queer person.

✳

Bannūtī

JO

LB

PS

SY

‘Girly’, ‘sissy’; an effeminate man

according to prevailing social norms.

✳
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Bot

ʿ

aj
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Botmah

JO

PS

Arabisation and feminisation of ‘boom’,

to denote the boom in gay sex.

✳

Boklo Min Warā / Byākul

Min Ṭīzo / Birūḥ Min Warā

PS

‘Eats from his ass’ / ‘goes from behind’;

someone who is the boom in gay sex.

✳

Byāklo

/

Byoklo

JO

LB

PS

SY

‘He eats it’; cocksucker, gay.

✳

Pédé

LB

Derogatory French word for gay or ‘faggot’,

abbreviated from

pederast

, the Greek

term for a man with a younger, adolescent

boy lover. Common in Arabic-speaking

countries that were colonised by France.

✳

Taba

ʿ

Wlād

JO

‘He’s into boys’; subtle way to refer to

a gay person; often refers to the top; may

carry connotations of paedophilia.

✳

Ḥabbāba

LB

Derived from

ḥubb

(love), but used more to

denote someone sweet or nice (‘likeable’)

in local slang; term used amongst women

in Tripoli (north Lebanon) as code for a

woman who has intimate relations with

other women; more widely used in the

first half of the 20th century. A

ḥabbāba

could be identified by other ḥabbābāt by

wearing a neck scarf knoed on the side.

✳

Ḥasan Ṣabī

JO

LB

PS

SY

Tomboy, a girl who dresses or acts manly

according to prevailing social norms, may

suggest she is lesbian but not per se.

✳
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Byākul min ṭīzo
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Khaṣṣo

LB

‘Pertinent to’; a term indicating that a man

‘pertains to the gay community’. Used to

avoid explicitly using the term ‘gay’.

Khalantha

PS

A flamboyant man with mannerisms

considered effeminate according to

prevailing social norms.

✳

Khunja

ʿ

a

PS

Deliberately effeminate, coy.

✳

Khawal

JO

The

khawal

was a traditional native male

dancer in Egypt cross-dressed in feminine

attire and was popular up until the late

18

th

and early 19

th

centuries. The word is

now used like “faggot,” to refer offensively

to anyone suspected of being effeminate

and / or gay. Mostly used in Egypt but also

in other Arabic-speaking countries.

Khīkha

JO

LB

Refers to a ‘weaker’ man; one whose

gender presentation does not conform

to masculinity; often used to describe

men who have a ‘soft’ demeanour.

✳

Dakar

JO

LB

PS

SY

‘Male’; Stud; A hypermasculine gay man,

as per prevailing social norms, considered

an extremely virile top by other gay men

✳

Dallū

ʿ

JO

LB

From

dala

ʿ

‘acting spoiled’, a tease; some-

one who has an effeminate demeanour as

per prevailing norms, i.e. gay.

✳
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Zilimtī

/

Zilimtuh

JO

‘My man’/‘his man’, from

zalamé

(man/guy

in Levantine dialect); refers to a man who

is protective of or dominant over another,

with the laer being perceived as weaker

or younger; often has power dynamics

similar to those between men in prison.

✳

Zalamiyya

SY

‘Guy-ish’; a tomboyish girl who looks and/

or acts like a

zalame

(see

zilmtī

, above).

✳

Zay al-Banāt

JO

‘Like a girl’; effeminate.

Sālib

SY

‘Negative’; i.e. a boom, the passive partner

or the one who is penetrated in gay sex.

✳

Sāyiṭ

PS

‘Weak, diluted’; normally used for watered-

down or weak coffee, i.e. not strong and

rough the way males are supposed to be.

✳

Suḥāqiyya

JO

‘Grinder’; classical Arabic term for lesbian.

✳

Sīn

SY

Used among queer men to refer to

someone who is aractive.

✳

Shādh.a, pl. Shawādh

JO

LB

PS

SY

‘Deviant’, i.e. deviant from the (sexual)

norm. Now considered offensive by many;

formerly the ‘neutral’ medical / scientific

term in official discourse for gay before

the spread of

mithlī

(same-orientated).

✳
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Sharshūḥ.a

LB

‘Shameless’ / ‘crass’; used among gay men

as a dismissive term to refer to someone

who is perceived as impolite, has no sense

of social grace, likes to make a spectacle.

✳

Shakar

LB

PS

Colloquial word to refer to anyone whose

gender presentation is perceived as

ambiguous, androgynous or outside the

binary, whether they are trans, non-binary,

intersex etc. Often heard as part of the

expression

shakar bakar lā unthā walā

dhakar

(‘shakar bakar, neither male nor

female’) as a way of describing someone

who is gender ambiguous as being ‘neither

here nor there’ which may have (partly)

been popularized through a song by Syro-

Lebanese pop star George Wassouf. May

be used playfully among queers.

✳

Shaykha

LB

Used by lesbians as a term of respect for

an older lesbian of high regard.

✳

Shīmayl

/

Shīmayla

LB

SY

Arabisation of ‘shemale’; derogatory

term referring to trans women as

deformed men; the term is also used by

trans women among each other despite

its offensive connotation.

✳

Ṣān

ʿ

a

LB

Maid in local dialect; a classist term

referring to domestic workers who now

are usually migrant women of colour

from Africa and South /  Southeast Asia,

thus also giving it racial overtones in the

present day. Used amongst queer men to

refer to someone who is unaractive.

✳
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Shaykha
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Ṭanṭ mrakkib janṭ
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Ḍabi

ʿ

/

Ḍab

ʿ

a

SY

Arabic for ‘hyena’; refers to a man or

woman who is sexually insatiable.

Hyenas cannot hunt, so they target the

protruding body parts of animals,

like testicles and tails.

✳

Ṭubjī pl. Ṭabaj

/

Ṭabājna

LB

SY

‘Gay’ / ‘faggot’; originates from Turkish.

Top

means ‘cannon’ in Turkish, and is

colloquially used to refer to a gay person.

The aached suffix

-ci

denotes a person

associated with a particular thing or

profession named by the noun, so

topçi

or ‘cannon-firer’, i.e. someone (usually

a man) who engages in gay sex.

✳

Ṭafya

SY

Derived from the same root as to

extinguish, put out, switch off; used

among queer men to refer to someone

who is unaractive.

Ṭanṭ Mrakkib Janṭ

JO

‘A pansy with a rim installed’ (see

tante

below).

Jante

is French for a wheel’s rim.

Used for a

tante

with a large behind.

✳

Ṭanṭe

/

Ṭanṭina

/

Ṭanṭa

JO

LB

PS

SY

French for aunt, or elderly and well-

respected woman. Can also mean queen,

effeminate, pansy or queen, or just an

elderly gay man.

✳

Ṭawwāsha

PS

Derived from

ṭā’ish

, i.e. reckless, as in

a man who doesn’t think before acting;

used to refer to a gay man on the basis

that he has gone astray in his life choices.

✳
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ʿ

Aqraba

LB

SY

Very effeminate gay man; trans

woman. Arabic for ‘scorpion’ – refers

to a (cisgender or trans) woman who

tries to ‘steal’ a gay man’s partner.

✳

Fāriṭ

SY

‘Scaered’; a man who is not ‘put

together’. Someone who is soft;

swaying; loose; gay.

✳

Fāf ī

/

Fīfo

/

Fūfū

JO

LB

PS

Effeminate, coy, sissy, gay.

✳

Family

LB

Refers to the queer ‘family’, anyone

part of a set of queers who consider

each other to be family.

✳

Coccinelle

/

Cocs

PS

Jacqueline Charloe Dufresnoy, beer

known by her stage name

Coccinelle

(French for ladybird), was a French

actress, entertainer and singer. She was

transgender, and was the first widely

publicised post-war gender reassignment

case in Europe. In Israeli slang, the word

coccinelle

is used as a synonym for

transgender, often derogatorily. The word

is also common among Palestinian citizens

of Israel, particularly older trans women

who use the term to refer to each other.

✳

Lāzmo Shadd Barāghī

SY

‘His screws need tightening’; someone

who is swaying; loose; gay. Based on

the perception that gay men sway while

walking and gesticulate, as if screws are

flying from their arms.

✳
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ʿ

Aqraba
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Lāzmo shadd barāghī
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Lesbit

PS

Arabisation of the Hebrew term for lesbian

(referring to the island of Lesbos, home of

Greek poet Sappho, known for her erotic

poetry about women). Common among

Palestinians inside the 1948-occupied

territories, owing to the proliferation of

Hebrew in their everyday life within Israel.

✳

Limm el-Rubu

ʿ

LB

‘Pick up the quarter,’ i.e. bend over. A

sarcastic phrase used in Tripoli (north

Lebanon), as a backhanded jibe at the

sexual promiscuity of the city's gay men.

✳

Lūṭī, pl. Lawaṭ

/

Lawayṭah

JO

LB

PS

SY

Derogatory term to refer to a gay man;

‘faggot’. A descendant of the biblical

character Lot (prophet Lot in Islam). Used

in both popular and religious contexts.

✳

M

ʾ

addaz

PS

Has AIDS; in reference to the fallacy that

gay men are riddled with disease.

✳

Mu

ʾ

annath

/

M

ʾ

annat

LB

‘Female’ / ‘feminine’; a guy who looks

and / or acts effeminate, so is considered

to be gay for being deficient in manliness.

✳

Māyiṣ

JO

A colloquial word referring to a

person who moves slowly or who is

considered to be coy, used to refer to

effeminate men.

✳

Māyi

ʿ

LB

PS

SY

‘Liquified’ or ‘swaying’; denotes a weak or

spoiled-acting person; effeminate.

✳
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Mutashabbiha Bi-l-Rijāl

JO

‘She who emulates men’; has masculine

or sometimes even misogynist

mannerisms; tomboy.

✳

Majdī w Wajdī

LB

Name of two ‘gay’ characters from

Lebanese comedy sketch show

Ma fi Metlo

.

The characters presented an exaggerated

and clichéd representation of effeminate

gay men. The characters’ portrayal was

derogatory and damaging, and led to

the normalisation and proliferation

of making fun of gay men.

✳

Mukhannath

/

Khanīth

JO

LB

PS

SY

Widespread across the Arab world;

used today for someone transgender, or

considered effeminate, sissy, androgynous;

in pre-modern writings on sexuality in

Arabic, the term refers to those exhibiting

behaviour that would today lead them to

be called transvestites, and who made a

living off music; or those who would have

physical sex characteristics that we would

today call intersex. For further details,

refer to Saqer Almarri’s text.

Mara

LB

SY

‘Woman’ in colloquial pronounciation;

used to refer to trans women or effiminate

men as per prevailing social norms.

✳

Mara Khālṣa

LB

‘Pure woman’, i.e. totally effeminate.

Mostly used among gay men.

✳

Mzanibra

PS

From the colloquial word for clitoris,

zanbūr, and refers to a ‘strong’ girl, who

is so sexually active that her clitoris has

morphed into a penis, i.e. is now manly.

✳
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Mzanṭar

LB

Someone (usually a man) who cares for

their appearance and clothes, wears

revealing or aention-grabbing outfits.

Can be used to refer to an effeminate or

gay man.

✳

Mistarjila

/

Mrajjila

JO

LB

SY

‘Mannish’ / ‘manlike’ or ‘manned-up’; from

rajul

(man). A tomboy who has masculine

appearance or mannerisms.

✳

Mistazilmé

JO

‘She who emulates men’; has masculine

mannerisms; tomboy.

✳

Mṭaqṭaq

SY

If said by a straight person, a derogatory

term meaning ‘faggot’ or ‘sissy’. If said by a

queer person, it is to refer to someone who

is camp or has effeminate mannerisms.

✳

Maftūḥ

PS

‘Opened’, i.e. has been penetrated;

a boom in gay sex.

✳

Mfaḥḥlé

PS

Feminisation of the Arabic word for

stallion, which refers to a virile man. Refers

to a woman with ‘manly’ mannerisms.

✳
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Muqaṣwa

ʿ

SY

‘Sways while he walks’; effeminate; gay.

✳

Malūsh Bil Banat

PS

‘Has no business with women;’ a man

who is not sexually aracted to women,

insinuating that he is gay.

✳

Min

ʿ

Enna

LB

‘One of us’; used by members of the queer

community to identify each other, so as to

avoid using recognisable words.

✳

Manyūk

/

Manyak

LB

SY

‘Gets fucked’; passive participle of

nīk

,

colloquial word for fucking (originally in

classical Arabic), used in French as the

verb

niker

; refers to the man who takes on

the boom role in gay sex; gay.

✳

Mūjab

SY

‘Positive’, the top/active partner in gay sex.

✳

Nā

ʿ

im

JO

SY

‘Soft’ or ‘smooth’; a gay man with ‘soft’

features and feminine mannerisms.

✳

Nāyiṭ

PS

Someone who has a lazy aitude or can’t

be bothered, or moves around very slowly;

can refer to a man trying to act coy, i.e.

effeminately. Among the terms to mock

any man who does not act the way men

are ‘supposed to’.

✳

Naẓīf / Nḍīf

JO

An aractive twink who is deemed

fuckable because of how ‘proper’ and

‘clean’ he looks.

✳
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Na

ʿ

nū

ʿ

/

Na

ʿ

na

ʿ

/

Mna

ʿ

na

ʿ

LB

SY

‘Loose’, ‘swaying’; refers to effeminate

men and boys. Might have originated

from the name of the protagonist of

Na

ʿ

nū

ʿ

al-Dallū

ʿ

(‘Na’nou’ the spoiled’),

the Arabic version of the American

animated series

My Pet Monste

r.

✳

Homo

PS

Arabisation of the Hebrew term for gay

(taken itself from the English); common

among Palestinians in the 1948-occupied

territories (Palestinian citizens of Israel)

because of the spread of Hebrew words

among them. N.b.: does not carry the

same negative connotation in Hebrew and

Palestinian Arabic that the word ‘homo’

does to English speakers.

✳

Wallādiyya

/

Wallūda

PS

From

walad

(‘boy’); has masculine

mannerisms; tomboy.

✳
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Iraqi

Dialects

✳
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Bājī

Turkish for ‘big sister’, used as a term of

respect for any older woman, equivalent

to ‘auntie’ but also used among lesbians,

where the younger woman addresses

her older partner with this. Sometimes

used among gay men to tease those older

among them, the way ukhtī (sis) is used in

other dialects.

✳

Ballā

ʿ

ʿ

Īr

‘Cock swallower’; a man who enjoys

frequently performing fellatio.

✳

Bīh Dūda

/

Dūdakī

‘Has worms, wormy’; has worms in his

anus that make him itch for sex, usually

suggesting that he is a boom; also in

reference to the fallacy that gay men are

riddled with disease.

✳

Pusht

/

Busht

‘Back’ / ‘behind’ in Persian; a derogatory

term for an immoral young man whose

family has disowned him for scandalous

behaviour, part of which may be his

homosexuality, as he has offered his

‘behind’ to others. It is notable that Iraqi

dialect is replete with Turkish and Persian

loan words.

✳

Jarū, pl. Jrāwa

‘Puppy’, offensive allusion to a younger

‘faggot’ or twink, based on the perception

that he is weak and helpless like a puppy

and therefore can be dominated or

abused without consequence.

✳

Jawdaliyya

A small rug or mat for siing on the

ground; refers to a person who can take

a pounding during sex, and it is therefore

preferable to fuck them on a maress on

the floor and not on the bed.

✳
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Ḥīz

Effeminate, gay in Turkmen or Kurdish,

may come from Persian; an effeminate

young man or with a bad reputation due to

his homosexual activity; was mostly heard

in northern Iraq but is now outdated.

✳

Khuncha

An emasculating term of Persian or

Turkish origin used to denigrate a young

man who is considered easy to insult and

who cannot stand up for himself, which

implicitly casts suspicion on his sexuality.

✳

Khanīth

/

Mukhannath

Effeminate, sissy, androgynous, intersex,

transgender; in pre-modern writings on

sexuality in Arabic, the term refers to those

exhibiting behaviour that would today

lead them to be called transvestites, and

who made a living off music. For further

details, refer to Saqer Almarri’s text.

✳

Dunbug Al-

ʿ

īr

‘Cock drum’; the

dunbug

is the goblet

drum or

darbuka

in Iraqi dialect;

refers to someone who craves cock

and can keep taking cocks one after

another, just like a drum receiving

beats from the drummer.

✳

Zubuqchiyya

‘Lesbian’; of Turkish origin and is no

longer widely used, replaced by

bājī

.

✳

Ziballa

ʿ

ī

Possibly of Aramaic origin; pejorative

term for someone who lives a life of

luxury and ease without toil, or is

materially well-off; also used in southern

Iraq to indicate the passive partner in

gay sex or boom, perhaps because of its

phonetic closeness to

bāli

ʿ

zibb

(cock swallower).

✳
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Dūdakī
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Zanāna

Effeminate; derived from the Persian

word

zan

, meaning female / woman].

Its opposite is

mardāna

, from the

Persian

mard

(masculine / man) for

anything that can be described as

manly or macho. Considered a highly

offensive insult.

✳

Shādh.a, pl. Shawādh

‘Deviant’, i.e. deviant from the (sexual)

norm; now considered offensive

by many. Formerly the ‘neutral’

medical / scientific term in official

discourse for gay before the spread of

mithlī (same-orientated).

✳

Ṭanṭa

French for ‘aunt’, or elderly and well-

respected woman. Can also mean

queen, effeminate, pansy or queen, or

just an elderly gay man.

✳

ʿ

Arīḍ.a

‘Wide’, i.e. used to disparage someone

who is sexually active through

implying that their orifice – either

vagina or anus – has widened owing

to frequent penetration.

✳

Farcha

‘Brush’ in colloquial speech; refers to

a young person who is considered too

tender to be penetrated vigourously,

therefore you have to rub against

them gently like a brush.

✳

Farkh, pl. Frūkh

‘Baby Chick’; derogatory term

referring to a younger ‘faggot’ or

twink, based on the perception

that he is helpless like a chick and

therefore can be dominated; usually

refers to the boom in gay sex.

✳
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Farakhchī

/

Mfarrakhchī

Someone who is into

frūkh

. Man

who has sex with other men with

soft features; the top in gay sex. The

aached suffix

-ci

is from Turkish,

and denotes a person associated

with a particular thing (see

ṭubjī

in the Levant section); may carry

connotations of paedophilia

✳

Qurm Pāreh

/

Qarrām

/

Tqambar

ʿ

Alayh

‘He who craves young men’, derived from

Persian;

qarm

also denotes a strong

craving for meat in classical Arabic; a

qarrām is a gay man perceived as a ‘top’;

used in verb form

tqambar

, ‘to cruise / try

to pick up’; often contrasted with

ṣurm

pāreh

or

zan pāreh

for men who try to

chase after or cruise women

(ṣurm

is

a narrow hole in Baghdadi dialect and

zan

is woman in Persian); considered

outdated andd no longer in use.

✳

Laḥḥāsa

‘Licker’, i.e. a woman who likes to pleasure

other women; lesbian.

✳

Ma

ʾ

būn

From classical Arabic; someone with an

ailment or defect because he desires men;

refers to the boom in gay sex, used in

some dialects as an all-purpose insult to

challenge a man's masculinity.

✳

Mistarjila

‘Mannish’; tomboy; suggesting she may be

lesbian; in the past the term

zanmardeh

was also used (‘woman-man’ in Persian).

✳

Manyūch, pl. Manāwīch

Same as mintāk in Iraqi pronunciation

(see the Levant section); the passive

partner in gay male sex, or assumed to be

from his appearance and mannerisms.

✳
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Laḥḥāsa
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Moṭa

/

Ymawwiṭ

Originally an Italian brand of soft-serve

ice cream, now a generic term for ice

cream in Iraq. Used as a euphemism or

coded pickup for a blow job; also used an

insult against a gay male who loves giving

blow jobs to straight men.

✳

Hawwar

/

Muhawwir

/

Īhawwir

‘His hole has enlarged’; originally used for

widened screw or bolt holes; a homo-

phobic slur to describe a man with an

enlarged anus due to high sexual activity.

✳

Yshīloh

‘Takes or holds it’; a man who can

be penetrated by or suck cock of any

size, i.e. gay.

✳
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Gulf

Dialects

BH

OM

KW

QA

Bahrain

SA

Saudi Arabia

Oman

YE

Yemen

Kuwait

AE

United Arab Emirates

Qatar

✳
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Abū Ṣibyān

/

Awlad

OM

‘The boys-guy’. Refers to men who pursue

sexual relationships with younger men.

Abū

is used to refer to whatever a person

is ‘into’ or associated with. The term can

often be used also to refer to paedophiles.

✳

Abū Frūkh

AE

BH

Semi-interchangeable with

Abū ṣibyān

. An

older gay man who is aracted to twinks.

✳

Alwān

SA

‘Colours’; used among younger queer

people to refer to each other.

✳

Amlas

/

Amlaṭ

BH

Arabic for ‘soft’ / ‘smooth’ / ‘hairless’;

effeminate; gay.

✳

Ikhwānī

/

Khwānī

QA

‘Brotherly’; refers to a man who has

intimate relationships with other men.

Originates from the expression ‘like

my brother’. The term has no connection

to the Muslim Brotherhood.

✳

Allāhumma Iḥfaẓnā

SA

‘God help us’; used derogatively torefer to

queer people as if they were a scourge.

✳

Bāṣ Madrasa

OM

‘School bus’; pejorative term used to refer

to a promiscuous boom in gay sex.

✳

Barantha

KW

OM

Effeminate; soft; gay.

✳
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Bazaranjī

SA

‘Someone who is interested in seeds’,

referring to young men in the Hijazi

dialect. The term refers either to gay men

who have sex with younger men or

to paedophiles.

✳

Ba

ʿ

sūsa

YE

Derogatory term for someone

effeminate, i.e. gay.

✳

Bannūt

/

Bannūtī

/

Bannatī

BH

QA

OM

‘Girly’, i.e. effeminate; soft; gay.

✳

Both

KW

Arabisation of ‘both’; refers to gay

men considered ‘versatile’ with their

sexual partners.

✳

Both Rujūlī

KW

See ‘both’ previous; a gay man who is both

versatile and masculine / macho-looking.

✳

Boya, pl. Boyāt

BH

KW

QA

OM

SA

Arabisation and feminisation of the word

‘boy’, refers to a masculine-presenting

woman (queer or not), on the presumption

that all queer woman are masculine. Most

commonly used in the Gulf region.

✳

Tarf

KW

Derogatory term for a soft or effeminate

man, i.e. gay.

✳

Taksī

OM

Arabisation of ‘taxi’; pejorative term used to

refer to a promiscuous boom in gay sex.

✳
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Boya
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Jins Thālith

QA

SA

Arabic for ‘third gender’; derogatory term

used to refer to queer, androgynous, and

trans people or anyone who shows non-

normative sexual or gender expression.

✳

Jins

/

Jannūs

/

Jnīsah

KW

QA

Shortening /abbreviation of

jins thālith

(see

above); derogatory term commonly used to

refer to queer people; androgynous; trans;

or anyone who shows ambiguous or non-

normative sexual or gender expression.

✳

Ḥāmed Walad

SA

‘Boy Hamed’; tomboy, girl with masculine

mannerisms as per prevailing social norms,

indicating that she may be a lesbian.

✳

Ḥabaqbaq

SA

Lesbian; of unclear etymology.

✳

Khibba

OM

‘Hole’ or ‘opening’; most likely refers to

the anus, i.e. someone who is penetrated

in gay sex; a boom in gay sex.

✳

Kharbān

QA

‘Broken’ / ‘spoiled’ / ‘out of order’; a boom

in gay male sex.

✳

Khikrī

/

Khikāriyya

SA

Colloquial word to refer to effeminate

men. Can also mean spoiled, sissy,

androgenous, intersex, transgender. Also

used in Kuwait as a synonym to daft.

✳

Khanytwah

BH

Same as

khanīth

in Bahraini dialect.

✳
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Khanīth

/

Mukhannath

(also pronounced Khanīf

/

Mukhannaf )

/

Makhnūth

/

Makhānīth

/

Mikhnātha

AE

BH

KW

QA

OM

SA

YE

Widespread across the Arab world;

used today for someone transgender, or

considered effeminate, sissy, androgynous;

in pre-modern writings on sexuality in

Arabic, the term refers to those exhibiting

behaviour that would today lead them to

be called transvestites, and who made a

living off music; or those who would have

physical sex characteristics that we would

today call intersex. For further details,

refer to Saqer Almarri’s text.

✳

Khor

KW

OM

‘Creek’ in reference to the anus; used

among gay men to refer to a boom, and

particularly a promiscuous one who is

assumed to be constantly wet with fluids.

✳

Khawal

SA

The

khawal

was a traditional native

male dancer in Egypt who cross-

dressed in feminine aire and was

of a type popular up until the late

eighteenth and early nineteenth

centuries. The word is now used like

‘faggot’ to refer offensively to anyone

suspected of being effeminate as per

prevailing social norms, and / or gay.

Mostly used in Egypt but also in other

Arabic-speaking countries.

✳

Khwayy Li-bnayyāt

OM

‘Brother of girls’; effeminate, likened to

girls, hinting that he must be gay.

✳

Khayl

OM

‘Female horse’; used to denigrate a man

who exhibits effeminate behaviour.

✳

47









[image: image]

Khor
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Dagg

KW

‘To pound / hammer something’, in

Gulf / Iraqi pronunciation. Indicates a very

aractive man; also heard in Morocco.

✳

Dūdakī

BH

‘Wormy’; has worms in his anus that make

him itch for sex; in reference to the fallacy

that gay men are riddled with disease.

✳

Rā

ʿ

ī Ṣibyān

BH

‘The shepherd of boys’. The term refers

either to gay men who have sex

with younger men or to paedophiles.

✳

Rujūlī

BH

KW

‘Manly’; a masculine-looking or

acting gay man.

✳

Rakhwah

YE

‘Loose’ or ‘flaccid’; effeminate.

In the north of Yemen, the term

is derogatory, while in the south

it is not stigmatising and merely

describes a masculine person with

feminine mannerisms.

✳

Rayyūs

/

Rawwās

AE

Colloquial term for ‘reverse’; versatile;

a gay man who takes on both top and

boom positions in gay sex.

✳

Sandūla

SA

Colloquial

Hijazi

term; effeminate in

looks and behaviour; wears tight clothes

and makeup; sissy, coy, i.e. gay; of

unclear etymology.

✳
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Saykal

OM

Arabised slang for ‘bicycle’; gets ‘ridden’

a lot; used for shaming someone

promiscuous; has a lot of casual sex;

usually a boom.

✳

Shādhdh.a pl. Shawādh

BH

KW

QA

OM

SA

‘Deviant’, i.e. deviant from the (sexual)

norm. Now considered offensive by many.

Formerly the ‘neutral’ medical / scientific

term in official Anglo-American

discourse for gay, from where it spread

to the Arab world before the spread

of

mithlī

(same-orientated); but also

widespread in Egyptian dialect.

✳

Shīmayl

/

Shīmayla

BH

KW

Arabisation of ‘shemale’; derogatory term

referring to trans women.

✳

Ṣbayy

OM

Diminutive of

ṣabī

(boy); light-skinned

young man; a young gay man; twink; a

boom in gay sex

✳

Ṣabyak

KW

Diminutive of

ṣabī

(boy); A young

girl with masculine mannersisms as per

prevailing social norms; butch lesbian.

✳

Ṣaf

ʿ

ūn

AE

KW

OM

Colloquial term used by gay men

to refer to someone who is hot or

aractive in ‘the market’. May originate

in the phenomenon of the

ṣafā

ʿ

ina

(literally means ‘slapped around’) in

the Abbasid era, who were young men

at the court of the caliph al-Muqtadir

who were paid by those present to get

slapped on their behinds as a form

of entertainment.

✳
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Ṭayzaliyya

/

Ṭazla

/

Ṭuzūl

KW

Derived from the colloquial word ‘

ṭīz

’,

meaning the buocks. The term is

used by gay men to refer to each other;

in particular to refer to a boom.

✳

ʿ

Arūsa

SA

Bride or doll; effeminate, sissy; twink.

✳

ʿ

Amm

BH

Uncle; refers to an older gay man;

sugar daddy.

✳

ʿ

Amma

SA

Auntie; dominant sexual partner and / or

the dom in lesbian kink / BDSM contexts;

sometimes used among queer men.

✳

ʿ

Ora

OM

‘One-eyed’ in the feminine form

in reference to the anus; gay.

✳

Farkh

AE

BH

KW

SA

‘Baby chick’; derogatory term similar

to ‘faggot’ for (relatively younger)

effeminate gay men with soft features;

usually a boom.

✳

Faṭfūṭ

KW

A term of endearment to refer playfully to

a young or soft gay man or twink.

✳

Fagga

QA

Arabisation of ‘faggot’; a derogatory

term used to describe gay or

effeminate men.

✳
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Fannāna

KW

‘Female artist’; Arabic term used often

for female pop singer; used by gay men

to refer to each other.

✳

Fī-l-mandūs

OM

Inside the

mandūs

, a traditional

chest used to hold a bride’s trousseau

or dowry; closeted.

✳

Fīhā Hawā

KW

‘Inclined to’; used among gay men to refer

to someone reluctant to openly express

his sexuality but whom they perceive as

‘sus’ (suspicious), or gay.

✳

Qammāṭ

YE

‘Swaddle or tie up something / someone

with a rope or cloth’ in classical Arabic;

a man aracted to younger twinks or

effeminate men; the opposite of

wara‘

(see below) in popular culture.

✳

Kāsir al-Milla

AE

‘He who has broken away from their

faith / denomination’; someone who has

strayed away from the path; gay.

✳

Kāhina

OM

‘High priestess’; an established, older

gay ‘mother’ who enjoys respect and

stature in the community. Mostly used

among lesbians but also sometimes by

gay men.

✳

Katkūt

KW

‘Chick’; used as a term of endearment for

a young or soft gay man; twink.

✳
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Kūnī

SA

Derogatory term in Farsi for gay men;

kūn

means ass, and

kūnī

is someone who

is ‘ass-orientated’, i.e. gay.

✳

Kayka

KW

YE

Arabisation of ‘cake’; aractive;

prey; gorgeous.

✳

Lāḥsitnuh al-Bagara

AE

‘Has been licked by a cow’; derogatory

term to refer to gay men.

✳

Lazzāba / Lazaz

KW

SA

Colloquial Arabisation of ‘lesbian’.

✳

Lūṭī

BH

QA

OM

SA

A descendant of the biblical character

Lot, or the prophet Lot in Islam. Refers

to a ‘faggot’ or a gay man; and

liwāṭ

is the

(demeaning) religious term for sodomy.

✳

.

.

Laydiyya

KW

Arabisation of ‘lady’; a femme lesbian;

someone with deliberately exaggerated

feminine (as per prevailing social norms)

appearance and gender performance.

✳
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Līga

AE

A colloquial term that refers to malleable

material such as dough or mud;

effeminate; ‘faggot’. Within local queer

subcultures, it refers to a particular way of

dressing and styling that is flamboyant and

aims to be shocking and confrontational.

The term can be derogatory if used by

other queers to dismiss those who ascribe

to this subculture.

✳

Māl al-Ḥūṭa

BH

The

ḥūṭa

(pl.

ḥuwaṭ

) is a barn where

horses and other animals are kept in

the villages. It is assumed that youth

and men who hang around those

areas engage in same-sex practices.

In Bahraini dialect (and other Gulf

and Iraqi dialects),

māl

is added before

a word as a possessive article or to

indicate association, so the term means

‘someone who hangs around the barn’.

✳

Māmā

OM

An older and effeminate queer man

who has a maternal relationship with

other queers around him.

✳

Māyi

ʿ

KW

‘Liquid’ or ‘non-solid’; denotes a person

who is weak or spoiled, and/or effeminate.

✳

Mbasbis

SA

Pampered, coy, soft; a derogatory way to

call someone gay and / or a boom.

✳

Mutaḥawwil

QA

‘Changeable, variable’; trans; some today

consider it offensive and not accurately

reflecting their experience, choosing

instead the ‘

ābir.a

(one who crosses over).

✳
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Māl al-Ḥūṭa
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Mkhawfī.ya
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Mutashabbih.a

KW

SA

‘To imitate or mimic’; mostly used in

the media or by politicians to denigrate

gender-ambiguous or trans people.

In a hadith aributed to the Prophet

Muhammad, he says, ‘May God curse

women who imitate men and men who

imitate women.’

✳

Mitkassir

OM

‘Broken’; effeminate; gay; boom.

✳

Mukhanṭa

ʿ

YE

Effeminate; gay.

✳

Mkhawfī.ya

AE

KW

‘Freaked out’; closeted; down-low; discreet.

✳

Mrabrab

BH

KW

Voluptuous, full-figured / curvy in a way

reminiscent of the female body.

Can be used to refer to a gay man,

but not exclusively.

✳

Markaba

YE

‘Vehicle’, or colloquially means ‘can

be mounted’; refers to a gay man,

particularly a boom.

✳

Markūb

BH

‘Ridden’ / ’is mounted’; derogatory term

for a gay man; boom.

✳

Marin

OM

Effeminate; a man who is ‘flexible’ in his

gender performance; soft.

✳
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Mazghūb

SA

From

zughb

, ‘peach fuzz’ – light hair

on pre-pubescents, or down feathers

on young birds; a hairless twink,

usually a boom in gay sex.

✳

Mistarjila

BH

KW

‘Mannish’; a tomboy; has masculine

mannerisms and conduct as per

prevailing social norms, that may hint

at her being gay or simply indicate a

more masculine gender presentation.

✳

Maṣbanjī

BH

KW

Derived from

ṣubyān

(boys); a man

who spends his time seeking younger

men and boys for sex; gay; used

predominantly by older generations;

may carry pedophilic connotations.

✳

Ma

ʿ

raba

YE

From the colloquial term ‘

arb

’ meaning

to fuck; a derogatory term to refer to

a boom in gay male sex.

✳

Mulāḥaẓ

OM

Members of Omani Sultan Qaboos’s

entourage were referred to as

mulāḥaẓīn

(‘marked out’). It's popular belief that the

sultan was sexually active with them; the

term is used as an implicit way to refer to

a man who has sex with other men.

✳

Mindaqq.a

OM

‘Gets pounded’; boom in gay sex; gay.

✳

Muntaḥin

OM

‘Ground/ ‘pounded’; boom in gay sex; gay.

✳
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Muntaḥin
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Yrabbī Ḥamām
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Manyak

/

Manyaka

/

Manyūch

KW

OM

SA

YE

From

nīk

, classical Arabic for

penetrative sex, also used in Levantine

and Iraqi dialects for fucking; the

boom in gay sex; gay. (N.b. the final ‘k’

is pronounced ‘ch’ in several Gulf and

Iraqi dialects.)

✳

Mwalli

ʿ

SA

‘On fire’; effeminate; very elegantly

dressed and well-groomed.

✳

Nāriyya

OM

‘Fiery’; very hot, aractive guy.

✳

Nā

ʿ

im

BH

KW

‘Soft’; effeminate-acting or looking

man; gay.

✳

Nathya

KW

‘Feminine nature’. Term indicates a female

animal; a derogatory term for a gay man.

✳

Nafaq

OM

‘Tunnel’, in reference to a guy’s anus being

enlarged due to frequent sexual activity.

✳

Wara

ʿ,

pl. War

ʿ

ān

QA

SA

YE

In classical Arabic, a weak, cowardly, man;

a young, soft gay man; twink; the opposite

of

qammāṭ

(above) in popular culture.

✳

Yrabbī Ḥamām

BH

‘Pigeon keeper’;

ḥamām

(pigeon) is a

common euphemism for penis; the term

refers to someone who engages in gay sex.

✳
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Egyptian

Dialects

✳
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Name of a girl + al-Dakar

The word

al-dakar

(‘male’ with a

macho connotation) is added after

the name of a girl who is masculine-

presenting, as a hint that she is lesbian,

e.g. Sara al-dakar.

✳

Okhtī

/

Okhtshī

‘Sister’; endearing term used by queer

men to refer to their queer ‘sisters’;

sometimes the t is added in the middle of

the word for verbal emphasis.

✳

‘X’ + (ya

ʿ

nī) Lā Mu

ʾ

ākhaza

‘Name of person + (I mean,) no offence’:

When ‘no offence’ is used in conjunction

with a name, it can be to insinuate that

they’re queer. For example: ‘Ahmad is, no

offence’; or ‘Ahmed is, I mean, no offence’.

✳

Barghal

‘Man’ in

sīm al-fannānīn

, or the coded

slang of street entertainers in Cairo; used

to indicate a top in the sīm of homosexual

men, in contrast to

kūdyāna

(see below).

Biskilia

Arabisation of

bicyclee

(bicycle) in

French; gets ‘ridden’ a lot; normally a

‘boom’; used for shaming someone

promiscuous; has a lot of casual sex (see

also saykal in the Gulf section).

✳

Byākhud Fīhā

‘He takes it there’; i.e. he takes the dick

into his ass; derogatory term to refer to a

gay man.

✳

Byiākhid

‘He gets taken’; refers to the receptive

partner or boom in gay male sex

because he is penetrated, thus seen

as weak.

✳
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Byitrikib

‘Can be ridden/mounted’; derogatory term

to refer to someone who is gay; boom.

✳

Birūḥ

‘He goes’; someone who can easily be

‘led astray’ and seduced by gay men; a

pejorative term for a gay man.

✳

Khintā

Derived from the same etymology as

mukhannath

(see the Gulf section);

widespread across the Arab world; in

pre-modern writings on sexuality in

Arabic, the term refers to those exhibiting

behaviour that would today lead them

to be called transvestites, and who made

a living off music, or those who would

have physical sex characteristics that

we would today call intersex; used today

for someone transgender, or considered

effeminate, sissy, androgynous. For

further details, refer to Saqer Almarri’s

text in this volume on this term.

✳

Khawāja

Of Persian origin, used as an honorific

title for elite men; usually refers in slang

to a (usually) Western foreigner; used in

polite society as an alternative for

khawal

‘faggot’, mostly by members of the upper

socio-economic classes.

Khawal

The khawal was a traditional native male

dancer in Egypt who cross-dressed in

feminine aire, and was popular up until

the late 18

th

and early 19

th

centuries. The

word is now used as a slur like ‘faggot’, to

refer offensively to any man suspected of

being effeminate and / or gay, presuming

he is a boom. Mostly used in Egypt but

also in other Arabic-speaking countries.

✳

Dibla

Wedding or engagement ring; used for

alluding to the anus as something round

and narrow; a gay man; a boom.

✳
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Khawal
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Dah

/

Dī Minhom

‘This one is one of them’; derogatory term

to hint that the said person is gay / queer.

Similar to the term

wāḥida min iyyāhum

(one of them) used for sex workers.

✳

Dūbl Fās

/

Dabal Fīs

Arabisation of the French / English

double-face

; a versatile or switch in the

coded slang of Cairo homosexuals.

✳

Rinbū

Arabisation of ‘rainbow’, in reference to the

rainbow flag that symbolises the LGBTQ+

community; used to indicate someone

believed to belong to it; gay / queer.

✳

Sīs

Term of unclear origin, denotes an

effeminate young man; gay.

✳

Shāzz.a, pl. Shawāzz

‘Deviant’, i.e. deviant from the (sexual)

norm. Now considered offensive by many;

formerly the ‘neutral’ medical / scientific

term in official Anglo-American

discourse for gay, from where it spread to

the Arab world before the spread of mithlī

(same-orientated); but also widespread in

Egyptian dialect.

✳

Shimāl

‘North’, but also means the left side in

Egyptian dialect; refers to anyone who

operates outside of social norms and

‘decency’ (e.g. whore, thief, etc), including

those who are gay.

✳

Ṭarī

Soft, tender (not rough or coarse) man

perceived as too effeminate, not tough

enough to fulfill normative masculine

gender roles, thus suspected to be gay.

✳

67









[image: image]

ʿ

Agala

‘Bicycle’ in Egyptian dialect; synonymous

to

Biskilia

.

✳

ʿ

Ayyil Minaswin

‘Woman-like’; effeminate youth, perceived

to be gay.

✳

Fāf ī

Effeminate, coy, sissy, gay; derogatory;

used in the Levant as well.

✳

Farfūr

Derived from the Italian word

farfalla

(buerfly); a guy considered coy or spoilt

and incapable of ‘acting like a man’, which

includes effeminate mannerisms, and

thus perceived to be gay. Egyptian dialect

is replete with and Italian loan words.

✳

Kawānīn

/

Ykawnin

/

Kawnana

/

Byi

ʿ

mil Kawānīn

Term of unclear origin, used by gay men

in Cairo to refer to each other in their

coded slang which was called

lughat al-

sīm

; can be used as a singular noun, verb

or in the infinitive form.

✳

Kudyāna

‘Whore’ or ‘bellydancer’ in popular slang,

effeminate man or trans woman known

for doing sex work in addition to dance;

also used within the queer community to

refer to a gay or effeminate man; anyone

who is known to be promiscuous; its

opposite is barghal (see above) in the sīm

slang; commonly used in Sudan also.

✳
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Komsiyya,

pl. Komsāyāt

Arabisation of the French term ‘

il / elle

est / ils sont comme ça

’ (s / he is / they

are like that). Commonly used among

the Francophone bourgeoisie, and in

broader ‘polite society’ or contexts

where explicit or coarse words are to

be avoided. The term became more

widespread following the incident of

the Queen Boat raid of 2001, a landmark

incident in the debate around sexuality

in Egypt in which 52 gay men at a

party on a houseboat were arrested,

after which members of the LGBTQ+

community began to say ‘he is a

komsiyya

’ / ‘they are

komsāyāt

’.

✳

Matnī

‘Bent / folded over’; depicting the physical

positioning of a boom in gay sex;

used metaphorically to refer to a gay or

effeminate man.

✳

Madām

Arabisation of the French word madame

used in most parts of the Arab world for

an older and/or ‘respectable’ lady; used for

men with effeminate characteristics which

suggest they are gay; sometimes used

playfully between gay men themselves.

✳

Maftūḥ

‘Opened up’, i.e. a man who has been

penetrated; a derogatory term for a

boom; gay man.

✳

Mqaṣṣ

‘Scissors’; derogatory term to refer to

queer women and lesbians, in reference to

how they are imagined to have sex.

✳

Min dol

‘One of those’; refers to gay people

without saying it explicitly.

✳
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Nagafa

‘Chandelier’ in Egyptian dialect;

flamboyant and effeminate; gay.

✳

Wāḥid Mitnāk

‘Someone who gets fucked’; a man

penetrated by other men. Derogatory

term for a gay man; often used merely to

denigrate or weaken the intended person

by emasculating him.

✳

Yā wād yā Bit

/

Wād Bit

‘You boy, you girl’; used to sarcastically

refer to a boy or girl with ambiguous

gender expression, or androgynous

qualities; androgynous; employed to let

out the anxiety this ambiguity stirs up in

members of society.

✳
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Nagafa
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Sudanese

Dialects

✳
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Awlād Mīkī

‘Mickey-Mouse kids’; used to refer to

men who do not conform to traditional

masculine norms of gender presentation

or behaviour, including effeminate or gay

men, on the presumption this is out of a

desire to emulate Western culture.

✳

Ḥilwa, pl. Ḥilwāt

‘Sweet-’ or ‘candy-like’; derogatory term

for gay men and trans women.

✳

Khanith

/

Mukhannath

Effeminate, sissy, androgynous, intersex,

transgender; in pre-modern writings on

sexuality in Arabic, the term refers to

those exhibiting behaviour that would

today lead them to be called transvestites,

and who made a living off music. For

further details, refer to Saqer Almarri’s

text in this volume on this term.

✳

Khawal

The khawal was a traditional native

male dancer in Egypt who cross-dressed

in feminine aire and was of a type

popular up until the late eighteenth and

early nineteenth centuries. The word is

now used as a slur like ‘faggot’, to refer

offensively to anyone suspected of being

effeminate and / or gay, presuming he is a

boom. Mostly used in Egypt but also in

other Arabic-speaking countries.

✳

Dakariyya

Aributive form of

dhakar

(male)

with feminine suffix added; a girl with

masculine qualities or mannerisms, thus

perceived to be gay as per social norms.

✳

Kalaga

An effeminate-looking / acting man or a

masculine-looking / acting woman, which

suggests that s / he is gay.

✳
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Awlād Mīkī
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Kudyāna

‘Whore’ or ‘bellydancer’ in popular slang,

effeminate man or trans woman known

for doing sex work in addition to dance;

also used within the queer community

to refer to a gay or effeminate man;

anyone who is known to be promiscuous.

Commonly used in Egypt also.

✳

Lūṭī

Derogatory term to refer to a gay man;

faggot. A descendant of the biblical

character Lot, or the prophet Lot

in Islam. Used in both popular and

religious contexts.

✳

Nās al-Dunyā

‘Worldly folks’; an oblique term for

queer / LGBTQ+ people who enjoy living

life to the fullest with all its pleasures.

✳
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Maghrebi

Dialects

DZ

MA

LY

TN

Algeria

Morocco

Libya

Tunisia

✳
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Anūsh

DZ

‘Effeminate youth’. Contemporary term

that is less stigmatising than others, but

still holds negative connotations.

✳

Ishtaqtinī

TN

Derived from the Arabic word for ‘to yearn

for’. Allegedly references a popular story

of a gay man whose lover left. Derogatory

term that refers to soft, effeminate or gay

men. Used in conjunction with names of

nuts, e.g.

ishtaqtini bi-l-fustuq

(pistachio-

flavoured pansy),

ishtaqtini bi-l-lawz

(almond-flavoured softy), etc.

✳

Al-Ḥājj Dhakar

LY

‘Sir Alpha’.

Ḥājj

is an honorific title given

to a man who has completed pilgrimage,

or to anyone older as a mark of respect.

Used ironically for a masculine-presenting

women to confer ironic respect; lesbian.

✳

Baghl

LY

Arabic for mule, the offspring of a male

donkey and a female horse, typically

sterile; derogatory term for gay men as

they are not meant to copulate together,

like donkeys and horses.

✳

Bnīta

MA

Diminutive form of

bint

(girl) in slang;

derogatory term for boys considered ‘soft’

or effeminate by prevailing social norms.

✳

Būṭāna

DZ

LY

Arabisation of the derogatory Italian

word putana (slut / whore); used for

a male or female sex worker (not

exclusively to queers). Many Italian words

entered Libyan slang as a result of Italy’s

colonisation of Libya.

✳
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Bofta

LY

Arabisation of the British slur ‘poofter’

for an effeminate man assumed to be gay.

✳

Boya, pl. Boyāt

LY

Arabisation and feminisation of the

word ‘boy’, to refer to a queer woman or

any woman with manly appearance or

mannerisms (on the presumption that all

queer woman are wannabe men). Most

commonly used in the Gulf region.

✳

Pédé

DZ

MA

TN

Derogatory word in French for gay or

‘faggot’, abbreviated from pederast, the

Greek term for a man with a younger,

usually adolescent boy lover. Common

in Arabic-speaking countries that were

colonised by France, including Lebanon,

to refer a gay man in general.

✳

Bayyūḍī

TN

‘Whiteish’; a light-skinned person; can

be used to refer to a ‘soft twink’, on the

perception that whiteness is associated

with feminine beauty and softness, but

is not exclusively used for gay men.

✳

Tabā

ʿ

-l-dirr

DZ

‘He’s into seeds’; a derogatory term

for gay men who like having younger

sexual partners, on the assumption

that they all tend towards paedophilia;

equivalent to bazaranji in the Hejaz

(see

Gulf

section).

✳

Trāv

TN

Derogatory term for trans women

or sex workers, derived from the

French term

travelo

, with the same

derogatory connotation.

✳
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Tishsha

TN

Initially meant for prostitutes and other

social ‘outcasts’. Used nowadays to refer

to effeminate gay men, queer women and

trans women. Term used to be derogatory,

but is now used among the community as

a colloquial equivalent to ‘sis’.

✳

Timsāḥ

LY

‘Crocodile’; an older, sexually

repressed gay man who likes to pick

up younger boys or girls in a cringey

way; used in reference to the long life

expectancy of crocodiles.

✳

Ḥāwī

TN

Refers to infertile or impotent men on

the assumption it makes them less manly;

used as a general insult to describe anyone

as ‘not a real man’, including gay men.

✳

Ḥisān

TN

‘Horse’. Used either to refer to a very

masculine, virile and well-endowed

gay man, or to refer to gay men who

boom, i.e. can be mounted like a

horse, alluding to the power dynamic

of the top dominating the boom.

✳

Ḥaffār

TN

‘Digger’; refers to the act of ‘topping’

in gay sex.

✳

Ḥakkāka

DZ

A device for rubbing or scratching.

Derogatory term to refer to queer women

and lesbians in reference to how they are

imagined to have sex.

✳
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Ḥikkiya

/

Ḥikḥāk

LY

‘A can’ in Libyan dialect; someone opened

up like a can; a derogatory way to refer to

a gay man who is a boom.

✳

Ḥallāj

DZ

‘Coon-carder’; a gay man, ‘faggot’.

✳

Ḥilillis

LY

Of unclear etymology; a youth who

looks ‘soft’, effeminate, or does not act

masculine enough as per prevailing

social norms; a milder, gentler version

of

bofta

above.

✳

Ḥalwa

DZ

‘Candy’; used a slur for effeminate gay

men for the obvious connotations of

softness and sweetness.

Khishshāy

MA

From the verb

yakhush

, ‘to enter’, in

several dialects; refers to the someone

who is usually the top in gay sex, since

he ‘enters’ his partner. Paired with its

opposite,

ʿ

aṭṭāy

, in popular slang.

✳

Khannūta

/

Khunthāwī

/

Khuntha

/

mukhannath

MA

TN

Widespread across the Arab world.

Used today for someone transgender, or

considered effeminate, sissy, androgynous;

in pre-modern writings on sexuality in

Arabic, the term refers to those exhibiting

behaviour that would today lead them to

being called transvestites, and who made a

living off music; or those who would have

physical sex characteristics that we would

today call intersex. For further details,

refer to Saqer Almarri’s text.

✳
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Khawal

LY

The

khawal

was a traditional native

male dancer in Egypt who cross-dressed

in feminine aire and was of a type

popular up until the late eighteenth and

early nineteenth centuries. The word is

now used as a slur like ‘faggot’, to refer

offensively to any guy suspected of being

effeminate and / or gay, presuming he is a

boom. Mostly used in Egypt but also in

other Arabic-speaking countries.

✳

Dagg, pl. Dgāg

MA

‘To pound / hammer’. Used for a virile,

hypermasculine man who is thought to

have a large penis. Mostly used by trans

women to talk about prospective lovers.

Also heard in Kuwait.

✳

Raḍḍā

ʿ

Zbūb

TN

‘Cocksucker’, taken from a derisive

football chant ‘Slim Chiboub raḍḍā

ʿ

zbūb’

directed at the head of the Espérance

Sportive de Tunis FC by supporters of

opposing teams; the term is now used to

denigrate gay men as literal cocksuckers.

✳

Ra

ʿ

wānī

MA

An effeminate man, girly; gay.

✳

Zāmil, pl. Zawāmil

LY

MA

Gay, effeminate, faggot. Offensive term

used across North Africa, possibly derived

from

zamīl

(classmate/colleague/peer).

✳

Shādh.a, pl. Shawādh

TN

Derogatory term to refer to a gay man;

‘faggot’. Means ‘deviant’, i.e. sexually

deviant from the norm.

✳
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Shaqnūs.a

TN

Colloquial word used to refer to the act

of ‘whisking’ in food to make something

mushy and soft. Refers to men who are

considered spoilt and unreliable, such

as people who come from very wealthy

backgrounds, suggesting they may be gay.

Term is also used to refer to queer and

non-queer effeminate men.

✳

Shikshāka

LY

From the verb

shakshak

, to dance and

‘shake it’ in the dialect of Eastern Libya,

as well as the sound made by someone

wearing a lot of jewellery and accessories;

refers to a flamboyant, effeminate gay man.

✳

Shawwāya

MA

TN

‘Grill rack’; refers to versatile gay men who

flip over during sex, like meat on a grill.

✳

Miyya w Sia

/

Cent-six

DZ

The number 106 in French and Arabic;

refers to an Algerian film

Les Vacances de

l’inspecteur Tahar

, from 1973. In a scene

that takes place in a hotel, the inspector’s

deputy disguises himself as a woman

housekeeper as they’re going to room 106.

As they are walking, the inspector asks

him to walk in a more feminine way, and

he takes a very feminine walk and yells

with a feminine voice, in Arabic, ‘106!’

And, ever since, ‘106’ has become a slur

that refers to gay, effeminate men.

✳

Ṭaffār

TN

Derived from colloquial word referring

to the act of insertion. A hypermasculine

man who engages in gay sex; dominant

top. May carry connotations of

paedophilia or rape. Paired with its

opposite,

mībūn

, in popular slang.

✳
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Shawwāya

83









[image: image]

ʿ

Indo al-

ʿ

Ayba

84









[image: image]

ʿ

Aṭṭāy

DZ

MA

TN

‘Giver’; the person who generously gives

his body to someone, i.e. boom, ‘faggot’;

paired with its opposite,

khishāy

, in

popular slang.

✳

ʿ

Indo al-Dūda

/

Tākul f īh al-dūda

/

Mdawwid

TN

‘Has worms’, ‘wormy’; has worms in his

anus that make him itch for sex, usually

suggesting that he is a boom; also in

reference to the fallacy that gay men are

riddled with disease.

✳

ʿ

Indo al-

ʿ

Ayba

/

Fīh al-

ʿ

Ayba

MA

‘He has the defect’; synonymous with

ʿ

indo al-dūda

above; a gay boom, with

an ailment or defect in his ass that is only

cured by intercourse.

✳

ʿ

Inayba

MA

‘Lile grape’ in colloquial language.

Refers to men who don’t display

normative masculine behaviour;

effeminate; gay. A gentler term compared

to the highly offensive

zāmil

.

✳

ʿ

Aysha Rājil

DZ

LY

TN

ʿ

Aysha the man’; tomboy, woman

with masculine mannerisms as per

prevailing social norms; could refer

to a lesbian.

✳

Gouīna

DZ

MA

Arabisation of

gouine

, derogatory

French slang for dyke; lesbian,

reclaimed by the queer community

in France and has also come to be

commonly used within queer circles

in North Africa.

✳
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Fāmlāt

DZ

Arabisation of the French

femmelee

,

the diminutive of woman; an offensive

term akin to ‘pussy’ meant to emasculate

a man considered overly weak or

effeminate, presuming that he is gay and

thus inferior to women.

✳

Firkh, pl. Frūkh

TN

‘Baby Chick’; derogatory term similar

to ‘faggot’, referring to (relatively

younger) effeminate gay men for

their tenderness; usually a boom;

widespread in Iraq.

✳

Firwākh

/

Bitā

ʿ

or Mtā

ʿ

Frūkh

LY

Man who is aracted to and has sex

with

frūkh

(younger men). May carry

connotations of paedophilia.

✳

Fīh al-Rīḥa

TN

‘He reeks of “it”’; someone who leaves a

strong impression that he is gay.

✳

Fīh al-Fāra

/

La Petite Souris

MA

French for ‘lile mouse’. Insinuates that a

gay / effeminate man has a mouse trapped

in his anus, which is why he sways.

✳

Qāyiso-l-mā

ʾ

MA

‘Touched by water’; gay / effeminate man,

one who is perceived as loose, which makes

them liquefied or swaying, like water.

✳

Qadīm.a Fī-l-mīdān

TN

Someone known to have ‘been around’ (in

the local queer community) for a long time.

Usually belongs to an older generation.

✳
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Qāyiso-l-mā

ʾ
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Qarshāla

88









[image: image]

Qardāsha

TN

Traditional wooden tool used to filter

wool to turn it into balls of yarn,

composed of two parts that rub against

each other. Used to refer to two gay men

who are both booms and tops during

sex; may also be used for lesbians.

✳

Qarshāla

MA

Similiar to

qardāsha

above, but used

instead for lesbians; a traditional wooden

tool used to spin and weave wool, made

up of two square-shaped ‘handles’ that are

coarse and full of sharp points, which are

placed on top of one another and made

to rub against each other repeatedly; it

has come to stand in for a gay woman,

because in popular sexual imaginary the

tool is likened to the tufty mons pubis of a

girl, and the movement is imagined to be

akin to how two women have sex.

✳

Gayza

LY

Arabisation of the word ‘gays’ with

the feminine particle added; refers to

gays in general, and used as a term of

endearment within the community

and among male sex workers. Within a

local Libyan context, refers specifically

to drag queens who perform in secret

parties, and are given cover by local

militiamen who protect them from

government authorities.

✳

Ka-yitkāl

/

Ta-Yitkāl

(varies regionally)

MA

‘He gets eaten’, in colloquial language;

a gay man.

✳

Karyoka

TN

An effeminate man whose gestures and

movements resemble those of the famous

Egyptian belly dancer Tahiya Carioca.

✳
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Ka

ʿ

ka

LY

Arabisation of ‘cake’; in the Libyan

context, refers specifically to a doughnut-

shaped sweet and also euphemistically to

the anus; a gay boom.

✳

Kawāl

LY

Arabisation of the Italian

cavallo

or knight, also the Jack in Italian

playing cards, where he is always

illustrated as a well-groomed man; a

recent addition to Libyan slang for

effeminate or gay men.

✳

Lā Ho Lā Ho

TN

‘Neither this nor that’, i.e. neither man

nor a woman; someone whose gender

presentation is ambiguous, and referencing

the discomfort that they create.

✳

Lizbūna

TN

Arabisation of ‘lesbian’ with the addition

of the feminine particle; an affectionate

way of referring to a lesbian.

✳

Lūbya

MA

‘Cowpea’ / ‘white bean’. Used by the

younger generation in the LGBTQ+

community to refer to each other.

✳

Mbannat

MA

‘Girlified’; effeminate, acts like a girl,

suggesting he is gay.

✳

Madām

TN

‘Madame’; formal way to address a

married woman in French. Used to refer

to an effeminate gay man, particularly

from an older generation.

✳
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Lūbya
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Mrāwī

TN

‘Woman-y’; an effeminate man, sissy-

acting, thus considered gay because he

acts like a woman.

✳

Mrajjla

/

Mistarjila

LY

MA

‘Mannish’. Tomboy, woman with masculine

mannerisms, which may hint that she’s gay.

✳

Markhūf

TN

‘Liquid’ or ‘loose and swaying’; denotes a

weak or spoiled person; effeminate.

✳

Mraywa

DZ

Derived from

imra

ʾ

a

(Arabic for woman)

used in the diminutive form in colloquial

language to belile women; synonymous

with

mrāwī

above.

✳

Mishlāṭ

/

Yitmashlaṭ

LY

A colloquial term to indicate someone

who uses exaggerated hand gestures

when talking; refers to a flamboyantly

effeminate or gay man.

✳

Mḍarras.a

TN

Derived from

ḍirs

(the molar tooth).

Indicates someone who has ‘cut their

teeth’ on something, is used to doing

it regularly; in this context it refers

to an older queer man or woman

considered to be well seasoned,

whether in terms of sexual experience

or otherwise / more broadly speaking,

in the queer community.

✳

Mharris

MA

‘Broken up’, ‘pulverised’ in colloquial

language; refers to the boom in gay sex.

✳
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Musṭāsha

MA

Arabisation of ‘moustache’; refers to a

moustached woman, i.e. a woman with

masculine mannerisms or a ‘strong’

woman; can also refer to a butch lesbian.

✳

Mībūn

LY

MA

TN

The passive partner or boom in gay

sex, usually a younger man; from

classical Arabic, for someone with a

defect because he desires men; used in

some dialects as an all-purpose insult.

Paired with its opposite,

ṭaffār

, in

popular slang.

✳

Nānā

TN

Colloquial term of endearment for a

grandmother, derived from French word

of the same meaning. Refers to an older

gay man or ‘queen’.

✳

Nuṣṣ Nuṣṣ

TN

‘Half / half,’ i.e. half man, half woman.

Borrowed from the name of a popular

coffee drink in Morocco which is half

milk half coffee, like a cortado; similar

to

lā ho lā ho

above to describe someone

with ambiguous gender presentation and

the discomfort that raises.

✳

Naqsh

DZ

Offensive term for a gay man; may be

derived from classical Arabic

naqīsh

meaning ‘same’, i.e. ‘homo’.

✳

Nayyāk

TN

‘Fucker’; from

nīk

, classical Arabic for

penetrative sex, also used in several

dialects for fucking; someone who fucks

frequently and vigorously; top.

✳
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Musṭāsha
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Yatalaswan

LY

Colloquial word referring to a fluid

material, like oil. Refers to a man who

gesticulates with his hands in a feminine

way while talking, which makes him seem

effeminate or ‘less of a man’ as per the

normative, so he is assumed to be gay.

✳

Yirḥam

ʿ

Ammī

TN

‘May my uncles rest in peace’, a

backhanded way to express one’s disgust

at gay men by expressing nostalgia for the

old days, when men were ‘real men’.

✳

Yisma

ʿ

Fī-l-Kpop

LY

‘Listens to K-pop’; similar to awlād Mīkī

in Sudan; men who listen to foreign

popular music like K-pop are perceived as

effeminate, emasculated, gay.

✳

Yaqlī

TN

‘He fries’. Fried food is common in

Tunisian cuisine, and in this metaphor

the man is being ‘fried’, and the oil in the

frying pan represents dicks. Multiple

versions of the term exist, such as ‘He’ll

fry regardless of whichever side you'll flip

him,’ which refers to versatile gay men or

bisexual men, and ‘frying in dick’, which

refers to the boom.

✳

Yluṭṭ

/

Fīh-i-laṭṭa

LY

A variation of

lūṭī

(sodomite). To act in a

way that is perceived as gay; for example,

a man who is acting in a suspiciously

affectionate way with a male friend.

✳

Ynukh

TN

Someone who ‘gives their ass away’, i.e.

the penetrated partner in anal sex; in the

Levant, the same word means to bend over

with one's head.

✳
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ANCESTRIES

Hamed Sinno
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Short vowels,

tashkeel

, were not historically wrien in Arabic, and

readers instead knew how to pronounce different words based

on a combination of memory and context clues. Because the

same sequence of Arabic consonants can have vastly different

meanings depending on how said sequence is animated by

the

tashkeel

, the wrien language was incomplete without the

readers’ embodied investment in the text. To this day many texts

are published in Arabic without

tashkeel

because they are not

considered leers per se.

Some have suggested that this dates back to the language of

the Ancient Egyptians. For them, writing words without vowels

emphasised the fact that words have tremendous magical power,

and that this power draws in pa

rt f

rom the words’ connection to

voice and breath. It was the reader who connected the words,

and by doing so brought them to life. According to author and

musicologist Jeffrey Pulver, ‘a ce

rtain se

ries of seven sacred

tones or vowels were employed for religious music. These appear

to have been used exclusively by the priestly clan […] whether

they were forms of vocalisation or modes pure and simple.’

1

Vowels were seen as pa

rticula

rly potent sources of magic. It’s

interesting to think of how these phonetic distinctions relate to

breath. ‘Whereas vowels are pronounced from the vocal cords

with minimal shaping of expelled breath, consonant sounds are

created through obstruction or channelling of the breath by the

lips, teeth, tongue, throat, or nasal passage.’

2

It would appear

then that it is the breath in language, the life force, that was

considered the source of magic. Writing about one possible origin

for this belief, author and Egyptologist Geraldine Pinch writes:

In Memphite Theology, [...] [the creator god] Ptah becomes

aware of his loneliness and creates other deities from

his divine essence. He does this by the ‘thoughts of his

heart and the wo

rds of his mouth’. The Egyptians thought

of the heart as the seat of intelligence. Ptah imagines

other beings in his hea

rt and wills them into existence.

The spoken word, the power of creative uerance, is an

essential part of summoning gods and people into being.

3

We could pursue this vector to conclude that, for the Ancient

Egyptians, the value of words surpassed communication. After all,

Ptah’s words preceded an audience and, therefore, in the absence

of a community to share language with, the words preceded

communication. Ptah was alone, voicing non-communicative

sounds that brought the universe into being. It is humbling to

1

Jeffrey Pulver, ‘The

Music of Ancient

Egypt’,

Proceedings

of the Musical

Association

48, 1921,

pp. 29–55, doi.org /

10.1093 / jrma / 48.1.29.

2

David Sacks,

Language Visible:

Unraveling the

Mystery of Our

Alphabet from A to Z

,

New York, Random

House, 2003, p.66.

3

Geraldine Pinch,

Magic in Ancient

Egypt

, Austin, TX,

University of Texas

Press, 2010, p. 24.
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know that as far back as the moment of creation – or at least as

far back as when the Egyptians imagined that moment – people

understood that on some level the voice was a way to cure one’s

sorrow, and to heal another’s. In the Bible, God

says

‘Let there be

x’ for x to come into existence. In the Qur’an, God similarly speaks

existence into being. The Om mantra, which brought the universe

into being, traces the vocal tract from the throat to the lips. The

voice has world-making power.

In the more conservative pa

rts of my fathe

r’s family, the voice had

eternal repercussions. One of my earliest childhood memories is of

my aunt describing to me what it would feel like to eternally burn

in hell for singing. True story. Naturally, there are contradictory

exegetic approaches in the interpretation of the relevant Qur’anic

verses, and of the Hadith. The twelfth Umayyad caliph, Yazd ibn

al-Wald ibn

ʿ

Abd al-Malik, famously

4

declared:

✳

‘Stay away from

ghina

[singing] because it reduces modesty,

and increases libidinousness. It destroys one’s virility and

verily leads one to alcohol, and does what drunkenness does.

Thus, if you are led into music, then at least keep it away

from women, for singing leads to adultery.’

5

In common parlance, singing is what happens when the voice

meets a melody. But for some schools of Islamic thought, there

exists an ontological difference separating halal unions of melody,

text and breath from the haram singing. Singing,

ghina’

, is what

happens when one musicalises secular language, when the voice

becomes ‘the devil’s horn’.

6

This explains why

tajweed

,

a set

of conventions for reciting the Qur’an, is halal despite closely

resembling singing. The Muslim call to prayer is profoundly

melodious, and certain fo

rms of what we would call singing are

also halal. One example is

madeeḥ

, which is singing in praise of

God and the prophet.

One way of understanding this is to deduce that the choice of

words conve

rts the vocalisation f

rom acceptable to damnable.

However, secular language is obviously not damnable when it is

spoken. It is therefore the vocalisation that changes the language

from

ḥalal

to sin. In this paradigm it is not the words themselves

but the ecstasy of song and music that threatens to lead a

person astray. The sin is in the joy.

4

To be clear I had

no idea who this

person was before

writing this paper.

5

Suy Al-Durr

Al-Manthr F

Al-Tafsr Al-Ma’Thr:

Wa Huwa Mukhtasaru

tafsr tarjmn

Al-Qur’n

, Beirut,

Dr al-Kutub

al-lmiyyah, 2000.

6

Sahih al-Bukhari 952

Chapter 3: The legal

way of the

celebrations on the

two Eid festivals,

Book 13: The Two

Festivals (Eids).
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On some foundational level, I grew up understanding that the use

of my voice, and the use of language were separate things. The

day my aunt warned me of my eternal damnation was the day I

learned that singing, what I do with my vowels, has the power to

make the phonebook an offence against God. That was also the

day I learned that joy is a weapon.

It is the vocalisation that changes the

language from

ḥalal

to sin…it is not the

words themselves but the ecstasy of

song and music that threatens to lead a

person astray. The sin is in the joy.
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My blood taught me hell.

Cut from the book

pages that read

rivers of milk and honey.

Crammed them into our mouths

told us to chew till we

dammed the hunger.

The less bread we made,

The more god they gave.

My distended aunt

in the wicked heat

of a Lebanese summer

effaces herself.

A face in

a snowcapped mountain –

sweat-frosted –

under white polyblend veils,

over thick black coats.

She taught me hell.

Rivers of flesh

melting

off eight-year-old bones

for as long as forever.

Restitution

for the wickedness

of singing.

7

‘It destroys one’s virility and verily leads one to alcohol, and

does what drunkenness does.’ Virility. In early Islamic times, the

term

mukhannathun

was used to refer to males who worked as

dancers, musicians, ente

rtaine

rs and singers, especially those

musicians who also wrote poetry, often critical of the political

leadership of the time. In contemporary Arabic, the word is a slur

against queer men, often used derogatorily to describe gender

non-conforming people, with varied conjugations meaning

‘hermaphrodite’, ‘boom’, ‘femme’, or just ‘homosexual’.

To think, the word used as a slur against queer and genderqueer

men was initially intended to be a slur against musicians,

especially those who blow the devil’s horn. The point is, we’ve

always been told that God hated some of our bodies because

they felt love a certain way, o

r because they created joy in a

certain way. Quee

r love refuses what the Cuban academic José

7

From

Westerly

Breath: An Opera

by H. Sinno
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Muñoz calls ‘straight time’, the time of procreative progress. Music

creates joy by spinning time into sound.

The story goes that, at some point, the Caliph decided to round

up the

mukhannathun

, and sentenced them all to castration.

They laughed like jackals. One of them said this is simply a

second circumcision we must endure, another saying they could

finally ‘become real women’ (death to truscum, though). One of

them thanked the Caliph for sparing them the burden of carrying

around a spout for urine, and another asked him, ‘What use would

I have for an unused weapon anyway?’

I suppose it shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did, that growing

up I only heard about how singing was haram, and how ‘my

culture’ spurned it, but not about those from my culture who were

themselves spurned, who have always been there, or here, and will

never not be here. Instead, I was in New Hampshire when I first

read about the

mukhannathun

at court, led by the most famous

mukhannath

in Islamic history, Tuways.

8

In Hanover NH, probably

the waspiest town in America, I found my ancestors, a sassy band

of singing gender traitors. At thi

rty-fou

r, I accidentally healed

some of my earliest childhood trauma, and the chasm my aunts

wedged between me and my own brownness, by accidentally

stumbling upon an archive.

8

Khalid Baig, in

‘Slippery stone: An

inquiry into Islam’s

stance on music’,

essay, Open Mind

Press, 2008, pp.

55–57.
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A

Rich

Constellation

of

Identities

Saqer Almarri
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First Cluster

Many years ago, I embarked on an archive trip; I wanted to find

a copy of a specific manuscript. It was copied in Cairo during

the 1300s, and eventually it would become the foundation of

my scholarship. The manuscript was of a book of jurisprudence

involving maers related to the figure of the

khuntha

. I worked

with a librarian to locate this valuable resource. The title, which

contained the word

khuntha

, troubled the librarian. He did not

say anything about it to me, but I noticed something interesting:

he avoided reading the title after the first time, when he had

hesitated then skipped over the word

khuntha

as if it were an

unsavoury term. This avoidance of the word sounded a lot like

a hesitation and a skip that one might take when spoing a

stagnant puddle on a street.

I was confused at first, but then I thought perhaps he thought

it was a slur, just as the word

khanith

was in the region. This

experience underscored the complex relationships people have with

words that have meanings associated with gender and sexuality.

Noticing it encouraged me to dig deeper to understand what was

going on and why people react the way they do to these words.

You see, the word

khuntha

was the classical Arabic term for what

we would now call an ‘intersex person’, or a person with differences

in their sexual development. These are quite typical variations in

people’s sexual physiology that are common in humans. Occasionally

in the classical writings, we find that the word

khuntha

is used also

for people whose variation manifests in their gender expression

and identity. I often translate

khuntha

to ‘intersex’, but I do not

restrict it to that word alone; it may just as well be translated to

‘non-binary’ or ‘agender’ or ‘genderfluid’. In many ways,

khuntha

, like

other words under the

kha-nun-tha

root, forms an umbrella term to

encompass a diverse range of possibilities.

Initially, I found it quite frustrating to see how writers, academics

and people in general confused these distinct words and their

meanings. The way I saw it, each word possessed a unique

nuance that deserved separate consideration. However, the more

I spent time thinking and wondering about it, the more I realised

something else was going on. It is true that the librarian skipped

over the word

khuntha

as if it were truly derogatory, and that this

may have been a maer of stigma and prejudice. In fact, I often

get asked why I work on such topics, because the topic itself

causes such discomfort fo

r people comfo

rtable with the status

quo of gender and sexuality.
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Yet, the question lingered: why would someone feel compelled to

write about the figure of the

khuntha

? Why would these (often)

men write about them? An uncomfo

rtable t

ruth dawned on me:

queer people, people whose expressions of gender and sexuality

varied from the norm, were viewed as objects to be used in

epistemological enterprises or discarded. They did not appear to

most of these writers as individuals who could possibly have their

own complex identities and dynamic lives to live. This realisation

strengthened my commitment to investigate these topics while

pushing against homophobic, queerphobic and transphobic

prejudices and biases that have persisted for far too long.

Second Cluster

For about a decade, I immersed myself in exploring how gender

was conceptualised in our Arabic and Islamic traditions. In my

research, I scrutinised words that are formed from the Arabic

triliteral root

kha-nun-tha

. While it may seem too academic for

some, it became an exciting adventure for me that has led me to

the orbit of some exciting ideas. In my research, I focus primarily

on the word

khuntha

, and how writers writing about the figure of

the

khuntha

have used the word in their writings.

As my questions around the word

khuntha

developed, I found

that my research topic had grown into a study of a rich

constellation of words that are derived from

kha-nun-tha

, and

the exciting and multifaceted meanings around these words. It

has led me to explore a trove of primary sources, and a wealth of

academic literature about these ideas. I have been able to delve

into the nuances of using these words, and I have deepened my

understanding of their meanings and significance within the

broader context of Arabic culture and Islamic traditions.

I will guide you through a brief orbit in this constellation of ideas

that can offer us insights about our ongoing dialogues and

discussions that we are having about gender and its construction

in our intellectual traditions. The numerous iterations, repetitions,

re-a

rticulations of wo

rds sharing this common root, the

kha-

nun-tha

, piqued my interest. It prompted me to consider not

only their distinct qualities, but also the similarities between

them, and to reflect on the writers, thinkers, translators and

academics, all who contemplate sexual and gender variation

in their own societies. We find many words related to this root

that concern gender and sexual identities:

mukhannath

, and

sometimes

mukhannith

, and

khuntha

are all variations common

in the sources of our intellectual and literary traditions. We find a
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variation of depictions of gender and sexual minorities, from the

celebratory stories about a class of effeminate, bejewelled bards

to homophobic insults used against the heterodox theologians

who challenged theological doctrines.

‘More effeminate than Hit/Tuways/Dalal’,

an Arabic proverb of the most famous

mukhannathun

of the classical period

1

These terms are not unique to the ‘classical’ Arabic and Islamic

traditions, they also exist in our everyday life. Many of us who

grew up in the Gulf can remember well when we’ve been called

khanith

as a slur against who we were. In fact, I found that most

Arabic-speaking cultures have a relationship with the

kha-nun-

tha

root, so that there are variations to such words everywhere.

I once spoke about my research in a panel and, following it,

I was approached by a colleague who underscored for me the

significance of the

kha-nun-tha

words in our everyday life. They

shared a story from their youth when they witnessed a classmate

being taunted as a

khintaya

, yet another derivative of this root.

This multifaceted linguistic landscape led me to dig even deeper

into the connections that connect these terms. I examined not

only their specific definitions, but also their broader contexts in

the culture and society where they are used.

Third Cluster

Just as these words are related through their

kha-nun-tha

root,

their meanings can often be inte

rtwined. I found this to be a

challenge to discerning their individual connotations. Intriguingly,

one dictionary offered a unique explanation to this linguistic

phenomenon: the

kha-nun-tha

root also related to the blending

of tastes when various foods spoil in the same vessel.

1

Evere Rowson,

‘The Effeminates

of Early Medina’,

History Journal

of the American

Oriental Society

,

1991.

…My research topic had grown into a

study of a rich constellation of words

that are derived from

kha-nun-tha

,

and the exciting and multifaceted

meanings around these words.

105









[image: image]

‘Know that the

khuntha

… is derived from the usage

khanatha

al-ta

ʿ

am

[the food changed taste], when

describing food that has spoiled and no longer maintained

a pure taste because it mixed with the taste of another.’

Al-Isnawi, my translation.

2

The intermingling of meanings becomes evident in translations of

these texts, which furthe

r complicates the interpretive processes

of distinguishing between them. In a conference once, I spoke

about a curious fact when Annemarie Schimmel translated the

same line of mystical poetry twice, once in 1979 and another in

1982. The translation shifted from

hermaphrodite

to

catamite

,

two very different terms that could be back-translated into Arabic

as

khuntha

and

mukhannath

. We can see the root,

kha-nun-tha

,

in these terms.

‘The seeker of the world is feminine, the seeker of the

other world is a hermaphrodite, and the seeker of the Lord

is masculine.’ Annemarie Schimmel’s translation in 1979.

‘The seeker of the world is feminine, the seeker of

the world is a catamite, and the seeker of the Lord is

masculine.’ Annemarie Schimmel’s translation in 1982.

3

Fourth Cluste

r

The words that derive from the

kha-nun-tha

root refer to diverse

maers, but it is not uncommon for people who uphold the norms

of cis-heterosexuality to perceive these diverse variations of

gender and sexuality as abnormal all the same. This perception

leads for very erroneous and damaging assumptions that anything

deviating from the norms as inherently the same problem that

must be stamped out. Stigma, bigotry, prejudice and violence are

by-products of this line of thinking.

These expressions of bigotry and prejudice are nothing new. In

July 1860, Christopher Rigby, serving as the British Consul to

Zanzibar, wrote in a repo

rt about ‘numbe

rs of sodomites’ who

2

Abd al-Rahim

al-Isnawi, ‘Fi al-kalam

‘ala lafz al-khuntha’,

in

The Khuntha and

the Community

,

Saqer A. Almarri,

Binghamton, NY,

State University

of New York–

Binghamton

University, 2019,

p. 175.

3

Annemarie Schimmel,

‘Eros – Heavenly and

not so Heavenly – in

Sufi Literature and

Life’, in

Society and

the Sexes in Medieval

Islam

, ed. Afaf Lutfi

al-Sayyid-Marsot,

Malibu, CA, Undena

Publications, 1979;

Schimmel, ‘Women in

Mystical Islam’,

Women’s Studies

International Forum

,

vol. 5 No. 2, 1982, pp.

145–51.
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arrived from Muscat. Even older yet, Ibn Taymiyya, who died in 1328,

repeatedly dismissed a variety of religious sects and theological

groups as

makhanith

. Over and over again, in his

Fatawa

and

his other writings, he called his rival theologians

makhanith

. One

might question whether he was homophobically likening them

to the

makhanith

, who in his

Istiqama

were references to the

adorned effeminate singers of the Umayyad period, or whether he

is drawing upon the idea of the intermingling that is associated

with the

kha-nun-th

a

root. Regardless of his intentions (although I

am sure they are homophobic), such language does show us how

prejudice permeates all so

rts of discussions, both eve

ryday maers

and intellectual maers alike.

‘The Ash

ʿ

ariyya are the

makhanith

of the Mu‘tazila, and

the Mu‘tazila are the

makhanith

of the Greek philosophers.’

Ibn Taymiyya, my translation.

‘The Mu

ʿ

tazila in maers of the divine aributes are

the

makhanith

of the Jahmiyya.’

Ibn Taymiyya, my translation.

It is possible that the root cause of such damaging assumptions

come from a lack of introspection and self-reflection by cis-

heterosexual people. By failing to explore their own biases and

notions, they may inadvertently pe

rpetuate harmful ideas about

gender and sexuality that perpetuate rigid gender binaries, and

strict gender roles and expressions. It is impo

rtant to dismantle

such misconceptions through the promotion of self-reflection,

dialogue and understanding in society. I find myself as having a

role in that work by delving into the intricacies of language, and

the perspectives on gender and sexuality within our intellectual

traditions. We should be able to have open and honest discussions

about our cultural heritage to understand what our past has to

say about the diversity of our experiences in this world.

Fifth Cluster

Let us return briefly to the disgust that Rigby expressed

when speaking about the ‘sodomites’ from Muscat. A second,

alternative reading of this can reveal a more profound insight:
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the

makhanith

from Muscat were living despite the homophobia

and transphobia of people like Rigby. In fact, perhaps they were

visiting

mahanisi

in Zanzibar. Today, when visiting places, we

reach out to the people who we know to be there, we share time

and place with them, and experience moments of a life wo

rth

sharing together. This insight should not be blocked away by the

damaging sentiments that are often shared by cis-heterosexual

people who struggle to understand and accept that there are life

experiences very different from their own.

We should always be open to examining these difficult texts that

give us an insight into our past. Doing that gives us a window

into a complex but crucial understanding of our intellectual and

cultural past. I believe it would help us in figuring out an inclusive

and empathetic future for ourselves.

Sixth Cluster

When I began my research, I devoted considerable time and

thought to the figure of the

khuntha

, without thinking beyond

that word alone. It was only when I sta

rted wonde

ring a bit more

about the root of the word,

kha-nun-tha

, that I began to realise

there was more. In the

kha-nun-tha

root, I saw a rich constellation

of ideas, identities, people and their life stories, and their life

practices. This constellation is what binds us all together. It is

true that these words and expressions have been used against

mujtama

ʿ

al-mim/

ʿ

ayn

, but I prefer to look at what these words

can show us about the people who were labelled this way. I

found that there was a way to embrace shared experiences with

these people in the past, despite the prejudice and bigotry of the

people writing about them.

Instead of thinking about the conventional binary categories like

normal/abnormal, and male/female, I found myself concerned

more with

our

community –

our

history,

our

future, and how

our

I write this because I began to see

and recognize the commonalities

that unite these terms just like there

are commonalities that unite us,

both regionally and globally.
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past can show us a path for the future. We should consider all

the concepts that share a common linguistic root collectively,

and alongside other terms that we use today. I write this because

I began to see and recognise the commonalities that unite

these terms just as there are commonalities that unite us, both

regionally and globally. A perspective like this would not only

help us challenge and dismantle rigid categories that keep us

apart, but it can also foste

r a compassionate, interconnected

understanding of our diverse range of experiences that can

become the foundation of a powerful solidarity that sustains us.

My scholarly journey was for me a meditative one where I got to

think a lot about how terms that have separated us can become

terms of solidarity among a queer community. I got to wonder

what it could look like. Just as LGBT grew with the + into LGBTQI+,

I found the

kha-nun-tha

leading me to furthe

r and fu

rthe

r terms in

a way that led me to begin thinking of its component leers being

not separated by a hyphen or a slash but rather united with a +:

Mujtama

ʿ

al-mim/

ʿ

ayn

and

kha+nun+tha

. There will always be more

commonalities between us, and our past, and our future, than that

which separates us; and that should be the foundation for a future

for all of us where we can face prejudice, bigotry and stigma.
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Are You a

Pan-Arab

Nationalist or

Just a Man

Who Sleeps

With Men?
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110









[image: image]

1

Edwin Black,

The

Transfer Agreement:

The Dramatic Zionist

Rescue of Jews from

the Third Reich to

Jewish Palestine

(n.p.), Dialog Press,

2008.

2

Ibid. The amount is

based on historical

records and is a

unifying sum of the

different currencies at

the time of the

agreement.

3

Ibid.

4

Ibid.

5

Avineri Shlomo,

Arlosoroff

, first

American edition, New

York, Grove

Weidenfeld, 1990;

Black,

The Transfer

Agreement

.

6

The prominent

newspapers that

followed the case

were Arabic daily

Filastin

, Hebrew

dailies

Doar Hayom

and

Haaretz

, Hebrew

weeklies

Hazit Ha’am

and

Ha-Yarden

.

7

Joseph Massad, ‘The

Cultural Work of

Recovering Palestine’,

Boundary

2 42 (4),

November 2015, pp.

187–219.

8

The trial was followed

closely in the

newspapers, with full

transcripts of the

hearings appearing

almost daily. All the

following issues of

Filastin

were

accessed through the

National Library of

Israel: 7, 10, 13, 14 & 17

February 1934.

9

It was said that some

men from Brit

HaBirionim managed

to obtain a leer,

signed by Abdul Majid,

where he confesses to

shooting Arlosoroff on

the beach. A

questionable leer

was in fact presented

On 14 June 1933, Haim Arlosoroff, head of the political

department of the Jewish Agency,

returned from Nazi Germany

to Palestine.

1

He had just finalised the details of what would

become the Haavara Agreement (also known as the Transfer

Agreement), which outlined a plan for the Nazi government to

transfer 60,000 German Jews and $100 million in assets to

Palestine, with the facilitation of the Jewish Agency and the

British Mandate government.

2

This was to be in exchange for the

suspension of the international Jewish boyco of the Third Reich,

led by many international Jewish organisations, many of which

were based in the United States.

3

Arlosoroff was assassinated

two days after his return from Germany while walking by Tel

Aviv’s beach with his wife Sima. Two months later, the Jewish

Agency and Nazi German representatives signed and began the

implementation of the agreement.

4

News of Arlosoroff’s death spread fast and disturbed both the

Zionist movement and the British government. Arlosoroff’s

funeral was said to be the largest in the history of the Mandate,

with an estimated assemblage of 100,000 colonial mourners.

5

After several different investigations, British colonial officials

indicted three men from the Zionist pa

rty B

rit HaBirionim (The

Alliance of Thugs), which publicly opposed Arlosoroff and the

deal. One of the men was the party leade

r Abba Ahimeir, who

was charged with incitement of violence. The prosecution began

in January 1934 and charged the two others, Abraham Stavsky

and Ze’evi Rosenbla, with Arlosoroff’s murder. Sima Arlosoroff

testified against them, and all newspapers – Zionist, British and

Palestinian – followed the trial in detail, printing transcripts of

court p

roceedings in Hebrew, English and Arabic (respectively).

6

Arlosoroff’s assassination generated vicious tensions within the

Zionist movement that transcended the typical secular-religious

dichotomy that historians of Zionism often deploy.

7

It was in this

context that Zionist labour pa

rties in Palestine int

roduced more

convenient Arab suspects.

8

Word broke that two Palestinian

men from the village of Manshiya (near Jaffa), Abdul Majid and

Issa Darwish, were the real assassins of Arlosoroff. Some Zionist

newspapers uncritically repo

rted Abdul Majid’s false confession

given under duress.

9

The British Supreme Cou

rt d

ropped the

charges against Stavsky and Rosenbla and began new trial

proceedings against Majid and Darwish in February 1934.

10

The prosecution sought to establish both men as plausible

suspects, not on the basis of incriminating evidence but on their
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cultural and political identifiers as

Palestinians

and the different

meanings this political category was later burdened with. Their

trial and testimonies operated at the level of language instead of

evidence, and pivoted around their ‘political opposition’ to Zionist

and British colonial powers, their affiliation with the grand mufti

of Palestine, Muhammad Amin al-Husseini, and, more impo

rtantly

for our purposes, their native deviant ‘sexuality.’

11

In the 8 February

1934 hearing, Horace Samuel, the British lawyer appointed to

defend Ahimeir, Rosenbla and Stavsky, asked the judge directly if

he was aware of Abdul Majid’s sexual relationship with Darwish.

12

The judge responded that he was unaware of such information.

The prosecutor then turned to Abdul Majid and declared, ‘Issa

claims that you two started having sexual

relations three years

ago.’

13

Abdul Majid laughed and said, ‘This could be true if it were

you he’s sleeping with!’

14

The prosecutor and the judge laughed,

and then the prosecutor proceeded to interrogate Abdul Majid

about his knowledge of guns. Despite the lack of evidence

presented, it was enough for politically charged language to be

uered in cou

rt to begin fo

rmulating public opinion against

Abdul Majid and Issa Darwish.

Three months later, in May 1934, the prosecution dropped all

charges against Abdul Majid and Issa Darwish. Stavsky and

Rosenbla regained their stardom as the two main suspects.

15

We could speculate that Abdul Majid and Darwish were used only

as a temporary distraction until the heat of the assassination

cooled down. Alternatively, British authorities (and their Zionist

allies) might have failed in their framing schemes, given the

counterevidence presented by the defence.

Yet that specific formulation of discourse about Palestinian

anti-colonial political activity and sexuality, emblematic in their

in court, but was soon

disregarded as a fake.

Abdul Majid denied

whatever was

presented in it,

claiming that he was

approached in prison

to make such a leer

in exchange for

money and reduced

sentence:

Hazit Ha’am

,

26, 27 & 30 January

1934;

Doar Hayom

, 19

January 1934.

10

Filastin

, 7, 10, 13, 14 &

17 February 1934.

11 Ibid.

12 Ibid.

13 Ibid.

14 Ibid

15

Filastin

, 8 May

1934.

That specific formulation of discourse

about Palestinian anti-colonial political

activity and sexuality was part of a

broader ongoing dynamic that would

become intrinsic to Zionism’s coercive

logic, manifest through language.
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case, was part of a b

roader ongoing dynamic that would become

intrinsic to Zionism’s coercive logic, manifest through language. A

couple of years after the assassination, on 19 April 1936, the Great

Arab Revolt erupted, disrupting the flow of commerce, challenging

colonial selement and collectivising anti-colonial class

consciousness. It would last until 1939.

16

Although initially regarded

as sporadic, the revolt proved to be deadly, forceful, and of critical

magnitude, causing havoc in the British-Zionist colonial matrix.

17

Zionist and British military personnel and political figures

described Palestinian revolutionaries as criminals, rendering

any opposition to the Mandate government and increasing

Zionist selement and land expropriation a crime, using the legal

framework as a counter-revolutionary apparatus.

18

The 1936

Code Ordinance, completed five months after the inception of

the revolt – passing new laws and ossifying others – introduced

the criminal framework that solidified the legal infrastructure to

support this counte

r-revolutionary apparatus. This ordinance is

of unprecedented historical significance within Palestine because

it also contained an extensive legal interpretation of sexuality,

sexual deviance, sexual morality and unnatural offences, puing

forth the p

rimary political framework that would criminalise

Palestinians for their sexuality, sexual aitudes and desires that

deviate from the colonial order.

19

It was through the definitions posed by the Ordinance that a

newfound understanding of native sexuality began to take shape.

‘Sexual Offences’ became a vague criminal category whose form

turned into a lexical dump within which all kinds of behaviours

started to pile.

In his reflections on the Great Arab Revolt in general and on

the Arlosoroff assassination case specifically, self-proclaimed

‘fascist’ and Zionist revisionist Abba Ahimeir described the native

Palestinian population as a threat to Jewish civilisation and city

life. He wrote:

In those years [the 1930s], the Arab ‘Shabab’

20

were pa

rt of Tel

Aviv’s city life, not only because the girls walked around without

a veil, but because they also walked without company. Since

forever, the Jewish city has aracted the masses for its lights

and busy streets, regardless if it is night or day. Manshiya,

21

on

the other hand, is a murderers’ nest, and what it offered appealed

to the ‘underworld,’ including that of the Mufti. It is rather hard

to make distinctions between the Manshiyan ‘Shabaab’ and

19 Mahew Hughes

“The banality of

brutality: British

Armed forces and the

repression of the

Arab revolt in

Palestine, 1936-39’.”

The English Historical

Review

,124 (507)

(2009): 313 - 354

20

Shabab

is plural for

Shab in Arabic, which

means ‘young man’.

21

Manshiya

, a

neighbourhood in

the north of Jaffa,

bordered Tel Aviv.

It was a place where

the Jewish residents

of Tel Aviv and the

Arabs of Jaffa met.

It was completely

depopulated and

partially dest

royed

by Zionist militias in

1948, while the rest

of what remained

from it was destroyed

by Israel’s authorities

between the 1960s

and the 1980s.

16 Mahew Kelly, T

he

Crime of Nationalism:

Britain, Palestine, and

Nation-Building on

the Fringe of Empire

,

University of

California Press, 2017.

17 Ibid.

18 For more about the

legal and discursive

use of criminal

frameworks to

describe Arab political

activities, read: Kelly,

The Crime of

Nationalism.
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distinguish between those who sleep with men and those who are

Pan-Arab nationalists. Manshiya never bore any Oriental romance

like other places. Although its residents were Muslims, they didn’t

have the traditions of Easterners; they were

Levantinians

in the

worst sense of the word.

22

Ahimeir was a prolific writer and owner of several newspapers.

His colonial rhetoric in the above quote is in harmony with the

rest of his writings.

23

Yet, a striking feature of such rhetoric is

the ease with which desire and sexuality are sublimated with

Palestinian nativity to the land and anti-colonial political dissent.

Young Palestinian men are said to have gone to Tel Aviv for

the unveiled Jewish women but are also supposedly known to

have slept with men. Their Arab nationalist political activity and

alleged ‘hatred of Jews’ not only cannot be separated from their

‘Levantinian’ habit of sleeping with each other but also obscures

the associated behaviours of being Pan-Arabists, or worse, their

deviant sexuality is intrinsic to their nationalism.

24

Despite his

instrumentalisation of Palestinian men’s ‘deviant’ sexuality as

a signifier of degeneration intrinsic to their nativity, Ahimeir is

unable to reconcile simultaneous expressions of Arab nationalism,

anti-colonialism and male same-sex desire.

Through this seemingly exceptional and explicit example of

political tumult, it becomes evident that Palestinian sexuality was

an object which the British and the Zionists aempted to organise

and instrumentalise for the advancements of their too often

concurrent colonial interests. But of greater impo

rtance is what

underlies such colonial advancements and rhetoric, materially and

psychically, and the sheer unfolding reality that these examples

aren’t haphazard or scaered after all but salient, pa

rticula

rly at

the level of discourse.

Over the past thi

rty yea

rs, feminist and queer perspectives and

struggles within the broader Palestinian liberation movement

have formulated a discursive analysis of how the Zionist colonial

regime uses the liberal homonationalist rationale of LGBT rights

to justify its colonisation of Palestine. The analysis observes

that this tactic functions through the dehumanisation of

Palestinians via their negated conceptualisation as a degenerate

Other to colonial subjectivity. Under this negation, this strategy

essentialises Palestinians to a predetermined idea of savagery

that confines our colonised subjectivity within signifiers of

innate antagonism towards queerness and femininity. Patriarchy

and conservatism towards gender and sexual diversity, in this

22 The full text was

republished in a

posthumous

collection of texts by

Abba Ahimeir that

came out in 1968:

Abba Ahimeir,

The

Trial

, Selected

Writings, Tel Aviv

1968, pp. 136–37

(Hebrew); found in

the National Library

of Israel. I collapsed

the paragraphing in

Hebrew and supplied

the italics and

brackets. Throughout

his writing, Ahimeir

excessively used

Arabic words in

quotation marks in an

obviously cynical

manner. I believe he

intended to

demonstrate how

fluent he was in local

culture and language

and, therefore, how

well he understood

the ‘degenerate’

native society.

23 Ahimeir’s writings.

24 Abba Ahimeir,

The Trial

. Ahimeir

describes Jaffa, of

which Manshiya is

a suburb, as the

‘centre for the hatred

of Jews’.
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paradigm, become culturalised as structures and phenomena

that exclusively prevail in colonised societies, whereas the Zionist

project and its counterpa

rt Eu

ropean gentile society are, of

course, standardised as the civilised, cultured, gay-loving and

women-emancipating forces of the world.

The term ‘pinkwashing’ has been commonly used to describe this

branch of colonial and imperialist propaganda in the context of

Palestine – but also elsewhere – where the alleged ‘gay-loving’

nature of Israel’s seler society overcompensates for their

annihilatory, military and colonial violence against Palestinians in

their native homeland. Such practices are operational by relying

on the liberal marketability to which the LGBT rights framework

has fallen and its regard as higher and more distinct value over

the safety, sovereignty, and freedom of native Palestinians, who

are abstracted to a sheerly patriarchal and violent society. Such

tactics are not to be confused with simple linguistic gestures

or bad journalism; they must be considered ideological colonial

interventions. They are sustained by ongoing Israeli lobbying,

funding and governmental schemes seeking to advance

selement and land expropriation at the expense of Palestinian

material, psychic and intellectual life, yet all operate at the level of

discourse and language.

But pinkwashing as an analytic framework does not suffice in

encompassing the gravity of these colonial mechanisms and what

is, in fact, at stake – primarily because pinkwashing is temporally

anchored in contemporary manifestations of how sexual politics

in Palestine are entangled with Zionism. Pinkwashing is a

contemporary critical framework of a contemporary a

rticulation

of sexual politics, and it is exclusively associated with the

specificity of LGBT rights as a liberalised globalised framework of

sexual emancipation. What it fails to account for is the historical

development and ongoing mutation of the colonial sexual

apparatus in Palestine that renders Palestinian sexuality both

a colonial weapon and a threat to the seler-colonial project at

once. This apparatus has been primarily infiltrating the colonised

society through language, assigning antagonising meanings to

different words and concepts that change the very nature of their

logic and means of circulation.

As Arlosoroff’s case demonstrates, the othering of Palestinians in

the early twentieth century was formulated on the basis of their

conception as sexually and culturally degenerate, not for their

antagonism towards same-sex relations and other non-normative
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sexual practices, but the complete opposite. The foundation of

the Zionist seler project in Palestine necessitated establishing

markers of difference between the coloniser and colonised

through negating various cultural aributions. That project

sustains and legitimises its existence and support by Weste

rn

imperial powers by aligning itself with what is contemporaneously

perceived as righteous within the Western order of things.

For example, when Su’ad Abdul Rahim Al-Masri ran away from

her fiancé Hilmi Mohammad Al-Ja

rtali with a woman named

Naifeh Hamza in 1946 Haifa, they were referred to as sex workers

by the British colonial office and Zionist officers who dealt with

their case of disappearance.

25

Although there was no evidence

whatsoever that the two women engaged in commercial sex, their

suspected same-sex affair was constantly referred to through the

notion of prostitution to encourage a negative Palestinian public

opinion about them through their conceptualisation as sexually-

degenerate, not necessarily their plausible homosexuality.

26

Today, these colonial politics persist, but they are changing their

shell, presenting a performative nationalist phantom of sexual

politics. Colonies and imperial nation-states in the Western

world market the commodified bodies of queers while, not so

long ago, within the timeframe of Arlosoroff’s assassination,

the marketability used in establishing nationalist and colonial

projects was based on the exclusion of then-queered bodies.

In Arlosoroff’s assassination case, Palestinian non-normative

‘deviant’ sexuality, and more specifically male same-sex, was the

native danger that threatened the Zionist seler movement and

its masculinist nationalist aspirations. Nowadays, non-normative

‘deviant’ sexuality and homosexuality are framed as essentially

foreign to Palestinian society, often labelled as a Western

25 Israel State Archives,

Jerusalem,

Complaint

by Hilmi

. 1946, original

docket. J/281/46:

ISA-MandatoryOr-

ganizations-Secre-

taryJudicial-000nu-

au; The National

Archives, London,

The Palestine

Gazee, January

1945. No. 1381.

26 Ibid.

The foundation of the Zionist

seler project in Palestine

necessitated establishing markers

of difference between the coloniser

and colonised through negating

various cultural aributions.
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product. The evermore agonising crisis in such a conundrum

is that this logic is not exclusively reproduced by Zionists and

Israel’s allies but also by colonised societies that have been the

historical subjects of sexual colonial violence. Entrapped in the

colonial matrix, colonised societies globally have internalised

these notions and believed such lies.

The inner workings of Zionist seler colonisation in Palestine have

blatantly succeeded in demolishing homes and building militarised

and surveillance-serving separation walls. But they also managed

to push for societal and psychic frontiers and borderlands that

fracture our effo

rts fo

r liberation. Suppose Palestine’s Shabaab

were indeed dangerous to Zionist militias and British colonists

without the ability to distinguish between those who are ‘Pan-

Arab’ nationalists and the others who sleep with men. How did

these same men suddenly become the Western informants

ruining our anti-colonial movement for liberation? And why did we

so easily give up the multitudes innate to being Palestinian to be

exclusively understood as Western-impo

rted inventions, divo

rcing

them from their supposedly Eastern roots? I am not making a

case for returning to a fantastical and imagined pre-colonial time

that is allegedly non-violent, as that past imagination is inherently

manufactured by a colonial present. Instead, we shall reconsider

the trickeries of language, conceptions and words and their

capabilities to shaer and build entire worlds and maybe consider

abandoning them for forms of living that refuse to be defined or

captured by colonial regimes of legibility altogether.
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Despite hosting the highest propo

rtion of

refugees per capita

in the world, Lebanon refuses to recognise the designation of

UNHCR

1

refugee status, and imposes restrictive residency permit

guidelines and security policies that pose significant obstacles

to the lives of trans refugees. Most of them lack legal residence

status, congruent gender marker, and access to resources, thus

living simultaneously as ‘refugee deviants’, ‘trans deviants’ and

‘working-class deviants’.

In addition, trans refugees must prove persecution based on

their gender identity and a

rticulate thei

r trans identities using

terminology and discourses dictated by institutional humanitarian

and activist apparatuses, all towards accessing humanitarian

protection by the UNHCR, local NGO resources, and the

possibility of reselement in the West. However, such terms may

not necessarily capture or register with how these trans refugees

make sense of themselves and their experiences.

In the following essay, I turn to the story of two trans refugees –

Jamila and Amir – to account for how transness exceeds the

contours of prevailing gender and sexuality, and how respectability

operates and is deployed by trans refugees, both in the public

space and the humanitarian space. The stories herein take place

in a context of a heightened gendered and classed violence

unleashed by the Lebanese state and its moral panics. They also

exist amid ever-rising regulation and securitisation of ‘terrorist’

migrants in Lebanon and the consolidation of the humanitarian-

activist institutions.

Against this backdrop, I look to how

terteeb

(respectability),

bahdaleh

(vulgarity/humiliation), and

tha

ʾ

afeh

(education/civility),

are mobilised by and against trans refugees as they crisscross

the borders of concealment/exposure, the classed markers of

Lebanese femininity/masculinity, and humanitarian nomenclature

for LGBTI identities. Aending ethnographically to how notions

of

terteeb

,

bahdaleh

and

tha

ʾ

afeh

buress working-class trans

refugee deviances, this piece explores how trans refugees

navigate and deploy creative strategies to circumvent citizenship-

based, gendered, classed forms of violence imposed by the

security-morality apparatus, as well as by the humanitarian-NGO

system in Lebanon, which normalises a limited understanding

of what trans refugee experiences could look like. The essential

intervention is that the lived experience of trans refugees

directly shows the limitations of Eurocentric/Western and class/

citizenship-devoid frameworks of sex and gender.

2

1

United Nations High

Commissioner for

Refugees.

2

I want to emphasize

that I am not arguing

that the globalizing

of LGBTI identities

by international

humanitarian bodies

is simply a hegemonic

power that erases

and subsumes all

other local identities

under its name. I am

shedding light on

the deployment of

strategies by both

hegemonic powers

and by subjects

themselves.
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Mama Jamila

‘I’m not very familiar with these terms,’

3

Jamila confessed when

I inquired about the terminology she uses to self-identify. With

a hint of sarcasm in her tone, she went on to explain, ‘The last

time I aempted to research them on Google, I ended up with a

headache and ran out of internet credit. I was hoping to educate,

civilise myself and gain a beer understanding of LGBTI terms.’

4

Jamila told me, ‘I first became aware of the term “trans” through

Helem.

5

I myself identify as a

mara

[a woman]. During my initial

UN interview, I told the employee that I am a

mara

. He asked me

to clarify: “What do you mean,

mara

?” I replied, “Look at me, what

do you see?” I was dressed in a black jacket and did not wear

makeup or a wig, presenting as a

rijjeil straight

[straight man].

The employee looked at me and said, “I see a

shab

[a man].” I said:

“Because you have squint eyes.

6

I am a

mara

.” He said: “Do you

mean trans?”

7

I said: “I don’t know, I didn’t learn language, what

is ‘trans’?” He sta

rted explaining to me. And late

r on, in Helem,

I learned about what trans is,

tsa

ʾ

afet

[I got educated/civilised],

although throughout my life I saw myself as a

mara

.’

Jamila, a trans woman in her late fo

rties f

rom Syria, has been

residing in Lebanon since the nineties. She has worked as a tailor

since her childhood. When she ventures outside, she butches up

and presents herself in male aire, only donning feminine clothing in

the privacy of her home and neighbourhood. Jamila is content with

her physical appearance and has no interest in undergoing medical

transition, stating,

‘Ana met

ʾ

ableh jesmeh

[I accept my body]. When I

get reseled in the future, I will do laser, and that’s sufficient.’

Mama Jamila’s sarcastic and wiy comment ‘I ran out of internet

credit’ in response to the expectation of ‘educating/civilising’

herself (

‘tsa

ʾ

afet’

) about LGBTI terms (and specifically transness)

throws shade at NGO discourses on LGBTI terminology. It

unapologetically embraces a class position marked by pove

rty,

in the face of humanitarian institutions’ aempt to educate and

civilise it, which I will elaborate on in this section. Additionally,

Mama Jamila’s refusal to undergo medical transition,

8

and

her subversion of dominant systems of kinship through trans

motherhood, capture the complex dynamics and sites of

resistance that trans refugees inhabit when navigating the

humanitarian space. Her narrative depicts how the experiences,

views and aspirations of trans refugees are incommensurate

with the system of identifications held by the humanitarian and

asylum-granting institutions.

3

Ana ma ktir befham bi

hal mostalaḥat

.

4

Ya

ʿ

ni akher marra

fetet ‘al google la

shouf shoul wade’,

waja’ni rassi w entaha

el rassid, daharet

deghri… Kenet bshouf

mostalahat el-El Gee

Bee Tee, ‘am hawil

etsa

ʾ

af

.

5

A local LGBTI

organisation.

6

ʾ

aḥwal

’, a slur in

Arabic.

7

The term was used

in English.

8

I am not at all making

the argument that

transsexuality is less

politically subversive.
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What does Mama Jamila exactly mean by ‘

tsa

ʾ

afet

’[I got educated/

civilised]? What does this story tell us about the state of transness

in the humanitarian space and the reality of needing to crisscross it?

LGBTI identity categories occupy a pa

rticula

r place in the asylum

system. Following the Syrian uprising, which turned into war

and displacement, Lebanon has witnessed the emergence of

several local NGOs with projects that focus on LGBTI refugees.

9

Adriana Qubaiov, a scholar of gender and sexuality in the Middle

East, explains that these local NGOs not only served the role of

context providers to international NGOs but also produced the

figure of the LGBTI refugee through narratives of victimhood

and through specific global terminology of LGBTI identities.

10

Receiving ‘education/civilisation’ from NGOs (as the term

tsa

ʾ

afet

indicates) and UNHCR’s advice on the correct usage of LGBTI

identity categories, Mama Jamila is thus the trans refugee

subject who is being introduced to the globalised terminology of

transness. She thereby enters a new politics of identification, and

codes of civility and respectability that would grant her access to

models of political legitimacy.

One way to interpret these respectable educational/civilising

endeavours that push trans refugees to adopt a globalised

terminology and experience of transness, is by looking at how

the term ‘transgender’ recently emerged as an identity category

within the context of asylum. Researcher and activist Fadi Saleh

argues that trans refugees ‘encounter

transgender

first and

foremost as a humanitarian term, rather than a social, cultural,

medical, or political one, whose implications, politics, meanings,

and effects rest primarily on its ability to enable mobility, govern

and regulate non-normative genders and sexualities, and

interpellate gender-variant and queer populations into being

as intelligible transgender refugees for the asylum-granting

institutions and countries’.

11

9

Adriana Qubaiov,

2019, ‘Cross-Bracing

Sexualities: Hedging

“Queer”/Sexual

Non-Normativity in

Beirut’, PhD diss.,

Central European

University.

10 Ibid.

11

See Fadi Saleh, ‘Trans

as a Humanitarian

Category: The Case

of Syrian Queer and

Gender-Variant

Refugees in Turkey’,

Transgender Studies

Quarte

rly

7, No. 1,

2020, p. 39 (pp.

37–55).

Her narrative depicts how the experiences,

views and aspirations of trans refugees

are incommensurate with the system of

identifications held by the humanitarian

and asylum-granting institutions.
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Saleh explains that trans refugee applicants who seek

humanitarian protection through the UNHCR must demonstrate

a genuine fear of persecution based on their gender identity.

Importantly, they a

re required to understand and manoeuvre the

meanings of

transgender

as the only identity category through

which their histories of gendered persecution can be narrated,

and as the primary signifier of their manifold expressions and

experiences of gender within the UNHCR’s humanitarian space.

12

Other than globalising and hegemonising ‘trans’, what these

LGBTI categories install is the separation between gender and

sexuality, a separation that is a recent phenomenon.

13

In such

a humanitarian seing, refugees are expected not only to use

Western identity terms in their asylum claims, but also to identify

with the term ‘trans’ based on the separation of their gender

from their sexuality.

14

Concerning the laer, it is impo

rtant to

mention that, for many transfeminine refugees, ‘it is their sexual

araction toward men that constitutes a decisive factor in their

identification and self-understanding as

shimelat

’.

15

Other than

shimelat

, I met many transfeminine refugees who identify as

ounsa

(female),

mara

(woman),

bint

or

bint

tabi

ʿ

i

(girl or normal

girl),

ladyboy

,

tant

,

gay

nei

ʿ

meh

(soft gay),

ʿ

endi

mouyoul

(having

orientations), or

‘imra

ʾ

a fi jasad rajol

(woman in the body of a

man) – all of which are categories that are not only very much

embedded within the societies in which they emerged, but also

are categories that conflate gender identification with sexual

desire towards men.

Relatedly, terms used to describe passing as a cisgender person,

like

bint tabi

ʿ

i

(normal girl) or

rijjeil

straight

(straight man) featured

in Jamila’s quote above, indicate a schism from the hegemonic

term cisgender. While

rijjeil

straight

conflates gender and

sexuality,

bint tabi

ʿ

i

does not shy away from producing a so-called

cisgender subject at the site of normality. Fu

rthe

rmore,

ʿ

endi

mouyoul

(having orientations), a

rticulates a t

ransness that is not

only bound to a multitude of sexual orientations (emphasised

using the plural), but one that also resists identification and is

rather defined by an acquisition of orientations through the

repetition of some actions over others.

16

These categories, orientations and modes of identifications

that many trans refugees employ to self-identify are not

acknowledged within the asylum system. That is why many

queer and trans refugees in Lebanon invest in performing and

presenting exclusively as one of the LGBTI categories.

17

Yet these

forms of transness, as described in this section, trouble and run

15 Saleh (2020), p.

46.

12 Ibid., pp. 39–40.

13 See David Valentine,

Imagining

Transgender: An

Ethnography of a

Category

, Durham,

NC, Duke University

Press, 2007.

14 Qubaiov (2019).

16 Sara Ahmed,

‘Orientations Maer.’,

in

New Materialisms:

Ontology, Agency, and

Politics

(ed. Diana

Coole and Samantha

Frost), Durham, NC,

Duke University Press,

2010, p. 47.

17 Qubaiov (2019).
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counter or diagonal to the hegemonic, respectable and civilised

version of transness. Jamila’s usage of the term conjoined

with her shady tone and her sharp ambivalence towards such

transness indicate that, in their encounter with transgender as

a humanitarian term, trans refugees employ and reproduce but

simultaneously evade and jam the term.

18

Amir

Amir is a trans man from Palestine/Jordan who lived in Beirut

and was homeless for some time. ‘If you look

helo

and

mraab

[well-groomed, composed and respectable]

they [the UN]

won’t give you reselement you won’t step out of here.

19

Being

mraabin

and

mabsoutin

[respectable and happy] that’s for when

we go out…

When you look

mraab

[decent/respectable], rarely

any security forces would intercept you... If you look

mbahdal

[dishevelled and vulgar/disrespectable] and exhausted, they will

know that you’re homeless and that no one will check on you,

that’s when they arrest you.’

Today in Lebanon, and since 2015, we are witnessing an

amplification of the security crackdown against Syrian refugees.

For instance, the announcement from Lebanon’s Ministry of

Interior on 2 May 2023 resulted in a raft of new restrictions on

refugees and a crackdown on the 1.8 million Syrians currently

residing in Lebanon. Lebanon’s security forces have installed

checkpoints and conducted raids to sweep up Syrian refugees

who lack legal residency papers. This security campaign is fuelled

by the TV stations, politicians and the general public under the

guise of a moral panic and is coupled with racist, nationalist

discourses that frame refugees as the culprit of Lebanon’s

economic collapse.

The plight of both trans and non-trans refugees in Lebanon

is exacerbated by their lack of formal residency papers and

subsequent limited access to resources. For working-class and

undocumented trans refugees, the challenges are sometimes

more daunting, as they face additional risks of arrest due to

the gender incongruence between their ID photos/names and

current appearance.

Alongside experiences of lack of safety and risks of arrest, trans

refugees experience a pa

rticula

r dissonance between the public

space and the humanitarian space, which Amir discerns above.

Amir exposes a paradox inherent within the asylum system:

accessing the resources necessary for survival depends on the

18 Saleh (2020), p. 41

19

Totla

ʿ

men hon.
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exposition of one’s vulnerabilities, while the system also openly

acknowledges that trans people must disguise themselves on

the streets and conceal their transness for safety and in order to

circumvent possible exposure as gender deviants.

20

Amir’s story

goes furthe

r. The concealment of a visible transness in public

space is not only imbued with gendered markers, but also classed

as one (

bahdaleh

,

terteeb

). On the street, trans refugees must

present in a body that can be read as

mraab

and non-

mbahdal

,

not only as non-trans.

For Amir, projecting a sense of dignity and respectability is

necessary for his safety while being on the streets of Beirut. He

highlights the paradoxical situation that many trans refugees face

where they are compelled to strike a delicate balance. On one hand,

in public they must dress in a

mraab

[respectable] manner –

passing as middle-class and Lebanese – to shield themselves

from arbitrary arrests and scrutiny by state security officers. On

the other hand, they must adopt a

mbahdal

[disrespectable] aire

while visiting the UNHCR office and perform a ce

rtain pe

rsona –

the suffering trans refugee – to elicit sympathy and suppo

rt

from its representatives and have a chance at applying for

reselement. This performance of vulnerability is also expected

by LGBTI refugees in the spaces of local and international NGOs,

whereby accessing services is dependent on one’s capacity to

demonstrate that they really need services.

Mraab

/non-

mbahdal

is a performance and an embodiment

of a middle-class status and references one’s respectability

and prestige. In Amir’s case, the classed practice of

mraab

-

passing is also citizenship-bound, as in the example discussed

in the last quote; it is anchored in the trans body, reshuffling

the construction of transness to capture the class-based and

citizenship related aspects of the gendered/sexualized trans

body. Passing as

mraab

helps in bringing safety, away from

street scrutiny, and the risk of arrest.

20 B. Camminga,

Trans

Refugees and the

Imagined South

Africa

, Cham,

Switzerland: Palgrave

MacMillan, 2019.

Trans refugees bear the markers of

particular class, citizenship and language

that position them outside both the

social and the humanitarian spaces.
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Conclusion

Trans refugees bear the markers of pa

rticula

r class, citizenship

and language that position them outside both the social and the

humanitarian spaces. Given that transness is solidly inflected

by citizenship and class, concealing their working-class position

simultaneously conceals their non-Lebanese-ness and their

transness. To be

mraab

on the streets and

mbahdal

in the

humanitarian-activist space, and willing to undergo a process of

ta

ʾ

afeh

(education/civility), reveals a crisscrossing of transness

wherein trans refugees are crafting themselves to gain safety

and legitimacy. In doing so, they repurpose transness based on a

new sense of public morality, informed by simultaneously classed,

gendered/sexualised and citizenship-related markers, and

based on humanitarian aid-produced narratives of suffering and

hegemonic transness.

Instead of subsuming class and citizenship under gender/

sexuality, this essay has thus highlighted two modalities of

transness: first, how transness is mediated by respectability and

civility in the humanitarian space, and second, how transness is

experienced and lived beyond the singular axis of gender/sexuality

through

mraabeh

-sensibility performance. While trans refugees

publicly fashion themselves in socially respectable ways befiing

to a Lebanese middle-class milieu, such aesthetics do not entail

class-infused aspirations that revolve around acquiring social

acceptability.

Mraabeh

-passing is tactic of resistance predicated

on the material conditions under which trans refugees live.
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A

Pedagogy

of

Rumours

Sophie Chamas
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‘It is known.’ I grew up hearing that about a variety of people, places

and things from relatives, friends and strangers. So much of what

is taken as common sense or quotidian knowledge in the Middle

East and North Af

rica has its roots in rumours and whispers that

traverse space and time. Perhaps it is inaccurate, then, to refer to

this as roots, because the beginnings of rumours and the whispery

paths they traverse are hard to trace, locate and map.

Knowing with certainty without knowing the o

rigins, location

and justification of that knowledge is certainly not unique to

the MENA region. That is, after all, why so many scholars have

worked to de-naturalise what we take as common sense, to link

it to power and to the entanglement of knowledge with power –

to understand and a

rticulate the body as a canvas onto which

discourse has been carved over and over again until it sinks into

the subcutaneous. Knowledge is never neutral: the traditional

spaces and mechanisms in and through which we learn and

produce knowledge are governed by regulations that work to align

it with norms and ideas that serve the status quo. It then comes to

be perceived as always having been there, as always having been

known and merely discovered and unea

rthed,

rather than invented.

If we accept that so much of what is known and, therefore, what

is said, about queer people in the MENA region is a product of

rumour and whisper, of speculation in the service of power and

the normative, does that alter how we go about re-narrating the

past, present and future of queerness in the region?

Furthe

rmore, is not the sharing of knowledge through gossip

and rumour about queerness and those suspected of being

queer itself a queer form of historicization and of knowledge

production about what it means to be queer and who is queer?

I have always been struck by the pedagogical and informational

dimensions of social seings like the

ṣobḥiyyé

, or morning

gathering, in the MENA region, which serve primarily as a means

for women to share and impa

rt knowledge about people and

modes of inappropriate and appropriate living. Rarely are any

of the reflections shared in such spaces rooted in evidence, be

they prescriptive or revelatory, but they are always delivered or

performed with authority. Is there something queer about this

refusal to abide by the conventional norms of excavating history,

investigating the present and proscribing for the future? In this

case it is often a queer method in service of the status quo, but

what if we abandoned its normative purpose and held on to the

non-normative means?
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Should queers prove that they have always been here – ‘here’ in

this case being the MENA? What might it do, or what might it

mean, to abandon normative methodologies and evidence and

embrace the very means through which queerphobic knowledge

has been produced and sedimented? To not so much locate the

queer MENA subjects across time and space but imagine them?

To map not so much the trace of concrete being but to carve out

new paths for becoming? What if we began to not only whisper

counter-hegemonic rumours but to take into our mouths those

toxic, poisonous words and terms that have left a bad taste for

queerness? And spit them back out as something else, something

that for many might still be perceived or experienced as off-

puing, as nauseating, as foreign and therefore dangerous? But

for those whose tongues yearn to touch something that can

taste like home amid alienation and coldness made ordinary, will

be something that can feel like a coating and exhilarating warmth,

like belonging, like home?

Can homes, can belonging, be built not merely atop the conse-

quences of violence but from that violence itself? What would it

mean to anchor the self in that which threatens to alienate and/

or to kill? What if slurs, rather than being experienced as a means

through which to push one away, to drive one underground, to

expel, were refashioned into a homecoming, into a means of

ushering one into belonging and community?

I was struck by the preponderance of slurs in this queer Arab

glossary. One might assume, when being handed a glossary

of queer Arab terminology, that most of that compendium

would comprise the ways through which queer Arabs a

rticulate

their identities or practices, relate to one another, classify one

another, and engage in coded ways of identifying one another.

This glossary, however, largely documents the language through

which queer Arabs are linguistically fashioned and refashioned

into deviants by society at large. I found myself ruminating on the

political implications of folding this terminology into this glossary –

This glossary, largely documents the

language through which queer Arabs are

linguistically fashioned and re-fashioned

into deviants by society at large.
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of making it into not merely a pa

rt but a foundational element of

a queer Arab lexicon.

‘Bend over, you are in Idlib,’ the glossary tells us, pointing to the

rumoured preponderance of gay men in the Syrian city. There is

no investment in challenging the idea that certain A

rab locales

are hubs for queer relationality, despite the emasculating,

demonising and even dehumanising purpose that such claims are

meant to serve. So what if Idlib is queer as fuck? That seems to

be the implicit response to this rumour. Coupled with a plethora

of cross-regional modes of classifying and identifying queers,

the glossary also appears to point to a region that, via its own

lexigraphy, implies a so

rt of quee

r infestation. Aren’t all of your

cities and towns queer? If not, why do you need so many terms?

If not, why are you always on the lookout?

Rather than challenge deviance as a framework, the glossary

seems to destabilise the region’s own understanding of what

its most normative and most dominant sexual and gendered

practices are. Yes, the glossary seems to say, we are deviants, but

aren’t we all? If booming is deviance, if gender play is deviance,

if effeminacy is deviance, if promiscuity is deviance…? And if all of

these things are also joy, are also pleasure, are also exhilaration,

which is at the root of their being framed as immoral, as sinful, as

evil…? If their being labelled deviance is an injunction to control

oneself, to deprive oneself…? Then more power to the deviant –

and may we all learn from them how to live more fully and in

service of the body and the politics of its pleasurable potentialities.

Yes, I am a deviant. Why are you so obsessed with me? You

claim deviance leaves a bad taste in your mouth, but you can’t

stop sucking on it, twisting your tongue around it, swallowing it,

gagging, spiing it back out, slurping it back up again, foaming at

the mouth with it. Are you sure you don’t like the taste?

The glossary with its transtemporal and cross-spatial approach

to a regional lexicon of queerness, seems to say not so much

that queers have always been here as that deviance has –

and to reframe deviance into a politics of bodily pleasure and

subterranean communal belonging. What might we become

when we embrace our otherness and invite others into it? That

is, rather than aempting to normalise ourselves, and to fold

ourselves into a norm rooted in self- and communal-deprivation

and policing, one only ever meant to serve those whose power

depends on the distracting potential of moral and sex panics?
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What happens when we lean into the panic, when we invite others

to hyperventilate as they watch deviance run rampant? They

may see the pleasure in that crossing of boundaries, in the body

opening up to itself and others, and harness that pleasure as a

means of seeing past and through the discursive undergirding

of power. What’s so threatening about a boom? What’s so

threatening about a tomboy? If we sit with the terms through

which queers are demonised – the very discursive means through

which they are constructed as other, as danger, as contaminant –

and swallow not only the benign nature of the acts through

which these constructions are a

rticulated but thei

r titillating

potential, what becomes of the queer and the harm we assume

they threaten? What happens to our understanding of what and

who these frameworks serve, and how our lives have been lived

not in service of the good and just and holy, but of political and

economic corruption masquerading as moral guardian?

There is, moreover, no desire to curate an indigenous queer

Arab lexicon via this glossary. Terms that point to a pre-modern

and pre-colonial history of non-normative and fluid gender and

sexuality sit alongside Arabised versions of Western terms.

Queerness, here, is presented as invention, as becoming rather

than being. Queer Arabness is, we are shown, always in the

process of being made and unmade, endlessly being built through

an amalgamation of ways of seeing and knowing across time

and space. There is no one way to be queer, to be Arab, and

therefore to be and to speak queer Arabness. Its beauty is in its

inauthenticity, in its destabilising potential, in its simultaneous

rootedness and un-rootedness. It refuses to be unmoored from

the region, but it also refuses the boundaries of that region as

curators of identity and becoming. It borrows and plays, fashions

and refashions, undermines and subve

rts. It is an invitation to

question, to imagine, to become other and more than what we

have been told we can be.

Queer Arabness is, we are shown,

always in the process of being made and

unmade, endlessly being built through

an amalgamation of ways of seeing and

knowing across time and space.
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More than anything, however, this is a glossary by and for queer

Arabs. It is a reminder that queer Arabs have always and will

always find and cultivate home among one another – that in

their collectivity and via the joy that can be derived from coded

language they can refuse as oxymoronic their framing by both

Western queers and Arab heterosexuals. It is a reminder of

the political importance of c

reating discursive means through

which queer Arabs can not only a

rticulate themselves but see

themselves in others. These others share their identitarian

struggles and are creatively finding ways to refuse their alienation

both at home and abroad. Such a framework would allow queer

Arabs to refuse the injunction to be either queer or Arab, and

to accept the invitation to unmake and remake both of these

orientations. It is a reminder that archives need not be authorised,

need not be evidence-based, and that they can be felt, be

swallowed, be spat back out, and that language and people can

be a home when place is unwelcoming.
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A

Dance

of

Gossip

Translated from Arabic by Ziad Dallal

Rana Issa
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The Lebanese artist Renée Deek invited he

r girlfriends to a

morning gossip session. She asked each of the girls to bring

along an item of food. As for Renée, she would prepare coffee

and mimosas. The invitation was limited to a trusted number of

ladies whom Renée had not seen for a long time. Those ce

rtain

to come were the Fariyaqiyyah, who was introduced to Renée by

her husband, Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq. Fariyaqiyyah had dazzled

Renée with her beauty and subtle wit. Also in aendance was the

diva Bassem Feghali, who, like the host, defies gender binaries

and whom Renée adores. And it just so happened that the Iraqi

singer Masoud al-Ama

rtli was visiting Bei

rut to perform a conce

rt

in Metro al-Madina. Masoud and Renée enjoyed a years-long love

affair that seled down into an intimate friendship after Masoud

married his second woman. The last of the invitees was Basra,

that stunning odalisque who is sometimes forced to fuck the

caliph, Harun al-Rashid. As for me, Raw’a, I am a servant in Renée’s

house, eavesdropping on the conversations between my mistress

and her friends, and often recording these discussions in a lile

book so that I remember the meat and marrow of what I’ve heard.

1

Renée: Oh, Allah, ease Basra’s predicament and help her get

permission from the

gouna

to leave.

Bassem: What’s this ‘

gouna

’?

Renée: A

madame

from a country brothel, she runs the affairs of

the women’s prison, and organises al-Rashid’s ‘orgy symposium,’

which he holds for his visitors and friends.

Fariyaqiyyah: My husband always recounts the scandals of

al-Rashid’s court, and his lascivious indulgences at the expense

of organising the affairs of the country. I tell him that the people

of the country have come to hate everything that reminds them

of corrupt rule. And so, they’ve come to hate debauchery and

harlotry because they’re convinced that, if Harun al-Rashid

fucked less, he’d pay more aention to political maers. The

public equates pleasuring the body with their daily destitution.

They do not see that al-Rashid’s corrupt rule is not due to

promiscuity, but to the exploitation and enslavement of the

people. He enslaves servant women in his lewd gatherings, he

enslaves peasants, he treats the negroes of East Africa with

contempt and—

Bassem: No no! I meant, what does the word

gouna

mean? Is this

her name or her title?

1

Renée Deek

(1946–2021): a

Lebanese actress.

Fariyaqiyyah: the

name given by Ahmad

Faris al-Shidyaq to his

wife, or rather, the

wife of Fariyaq, the

protagonist of

Leg

Over Leg

, a novel

published in 1855 in

Paris. Bassem

Feghaleh (1977–

present): a Lebanese

drag queen who

gained fame in the

1990s by

impersonating female

celebrities. Masoud

al-Amartli (1898–

1944): singer of Iraqi

maqams, a

transgender person

whose story is riddled

with ambiguity. Basra

and Raw’a are purely

fictional characters.
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Fariyaqiyyah: I think the word is close to

ghniya

, meaning a

women who is so richly beautiful, she doesn’t need makeup.

[There’s a knock on the door, and Basra enters.]

Renée: Mention the pussy and you’ll hear the purr.

Salut

, Basra.

It’s been a while,

ma chérie

.

Basra:

Habibti

, Renée, thank you for this invite! Hello ladies!

Fariyaqiyyah:

Bonjour

, Basra, it’s nice to meet you. I am Mary, but

the ladies call me Fariyaqiyyah.

Masoud: What’s up

bazzouna

!

2

It’s been a while! We haven’t seen

each other since I died at the hands of my brother.

Bassem: These earrings are gorgeous! They’re so drag! If I can

have them…

Renée: Leave her in peace, Bassem! Come here, sit beside me and

share with us the latest from the cou

rt. [She tu

rns to me.] Raw’a,

bring a mimosa for lady Basra

s’il te plait

, bless your hands.

Bassem: Before that, tell us, why do you call the madam of the

brothel a

gouna

?

Basra: Honey, I don’t know. I think the word comes from the French

gouine

, meaning lesbian, but they do not use this term in the cou

rt.

Only I and the other whores call her that, since she always sides

with men and takes advantage of our weak position to boss us

around. Like, to get permission to leave today I had to spend the

entire night in her lair sucking on her clit – and she knew how tired

I was already from the previous night, when I had to work and fuck

three men and two whores for several hours, so that I barely slept.

Bassem (flirtatiously): Oh, poo

r you, you must despise sucking the

zakzakan

! Haha!

Basra: You’re so thick-wied! Did you not hear me say I was very

tired, and my pussy needed a rest and not more stimulation?

Fariyaqiyyah: I like the word

zakzakan

. Beer than clitoris. The

only sentence in which I prefer the word ‘clit’ is when Abu Bakr

defends the messenger of God during the treaty of Hudaybiyyah

by declaring: ‘I’ve bien the clit of al-Lat, are we to let him down?’

2

‘Pussycat’.
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Masoud: What’s this eloquent pledge, where did you read it?

Fariyaqiyyah: In al-Jahiz’s book,

Bragga

rt of Bondwomen

and Lads.

Masoud: I did not know you’re so well-travelled in the world of

Arabic Literature.

Fariyaqiyyah: Actually, I don’t know how to read. My husband

reads to me, and I memorise whatever I hear.

Masoud: He didn’t teach you to how to distinguish leers?

Fariyaqiyyah: No! Ahmad says that if I know how to read then I

will learn too much and no longer be satisfied with him in bed.

He’s afraid I’ll read all that the Arabs have wrien about sex, even

though he knows that, when the cat’s away, the mice will play.

Masoud: You know, I, who was a woman, used to hate that I don’t

read and write. I did not learn how to tell leers apa

rt until afte

r I

transitioned. Then, I was able to defy everyone’s expectations of

how a slave-girl ought to act. As soon as I got a bit of fame and

money, I hired an Arabic language teacher to help me learn, after

which I began writing songs by myself, and this is how I became

the first Arab trans-person to write lyrics and compose music. My

songs are the most beautiful in Iraqi music, especially considering

that I was the first woman to sing about love between women in

the history of Arabic music! And I even wrote in the vernacular of

rural village girls and kept away from the dialect of aristocratic

women. That’s how I stood apart f

rom Salima Murad and other

ladies of Iraqi song.

Basra: You’re a woman?

Masoud: Only in a manner of speaking, my dear. Though I’m

manlier than the longest moustache and have the biggest dick.

[The women explode into laughter.]

Renée: Correct!

La liérature arabe

is severely lacking in

women’s writing about

le désir des femmes

, especially when

what distinguishes the Arabs from many other civilisations is

their steadfastness in writing about sex – so much so that it

became a distinct literary style. We barely find anything related

to the pleasures of women, despite Arab authors flooding their
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books with details about a woman’s body. Their writings do not

reach the point of liberating the desire of women from man’s

authority, pa

rticula

rly when only men handled such topics. The

question of pleasure is posed differently when writing about

gays and

tantes

,

3

for example, where books are inundated

with the question of love between men. As for lesbians, no one

writes about them except the likes of al-Tifashi, al-Suyuti and

al-Qazwini, and only sparingly do we find some segments in

al-Jahiz, especially in the

Epistle on Singing Girls

, and the other

book you mentioned earlier. I once tried to convince

mon cher

ami

, the playwright Izz al-Din al-Madani, to write a script inspired

by a story I read in al-Tifashi’s

The Delight of Hearts

. I dreamed

of playing the role of the

madame

in it, but I think he was

abashed by the subject maer, and never approached it.

Billah

Mary, if you’d follow Masoud and learn how to read and write,

then you can break man’s sway over writing about women and

their bodies. It is you who knows the history of Arabic literature,

and not I!

Fariyaqiyyah:

Sheikha

, I’m truly tired. Woe is me, as I strive to

master English and Maltese and French and Turkish and Italian

in this life of travelling forced on me and my husband. Let the

coming generation of women pick up that task.

Bassem: Renée,

billah

, tell us more about

tanfushi

’s story, I want

to be titillated listening to the spicy stories of the ancients.

Renée: Hah! Before I do that, let Masoud tell you how he

transitioned to a man. Then I’ll tell the story.

Masoud:

Akh!

Hahahaha, I was so young back then, barely

eighteen years old. I was shepherding when two young men

startled me and t

ried to rape me. I hit them and tied them up with

rope and led them to the village sheikh where they were punished,

and I became known in this world as a sister of men. That day,

I decided to finally transition to manhood, for I have always felt

that I do not belong in the category of women.

Renée: You’re so strong, Masoud. Honestly, your story deserves

to be a film, especially the parts about you

r marriage to women

according to God’s word and plan – and the tale of your murder

at the hands of your brother because you transgressed all the

social taboos is terrible in its brutality. But let’s not talk about

old wounds… OK, I’ll tell you a story like Masoud’s, but out of

the history books. Al-Tifashi tells us that there was a

sheikha

3

French for aunt, or

elderly and

well-respected

woman. Can also

mean queen,

effeminate or pansy.
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called Saqr, The Hawk, because she was ingenious in the a

rt of

seduction and prosperous in aracting the

bouyat

4

and the girly

girls to her bed, especially when her husband was travelling. One

day, when she was visiting the baths, she met a girl whose beauty

caused her hea

rt to swell and who could command the moon

to let her take its place. But her husband was home, and she

couldn’t take the girl back home with her, so she told her, ‘Come,

I know a

cimetière

’ – what’s that in Arabic?

Fariyaqiyyah: A graveyard, my dear.

Renée: Right, a graveyard rarely visited by anyone. She took

her there and leaned her back on a high grave and took off her

panties and buried her entire face in between her thighs. These

two lesbians were reaching the heights of pleasure and did not

notice that a sheikh on his donkey had entered the graveyard

to visit his father’s grave. The sheikh was ale

rted by the st

range

sounds coming from a faraway corner in the graveyard, so he

moved towards the noise and found the two women as they

were. He yelled, telling them to be ashamed, and screamed at

the top of his voice for other people to come and witness this

debauchery. At this point, the sheikha got up and told him, ‘Why

do you scream like this? Come and watch, I am sure you’ve never

seen a cunt this tender

.

If you’d like, I’ll let you put your prick in it,

on condition that you keep our secret.’

The sheikh was titillated

and tantalised by this suggestion and, stuering, said, ‘But my

donkey is here and there’s no place to tie it.’ The sheikha replied,

‘Don’t get flustered, I’ll hold your donkey for you.’

The sheikh

hurried, unbuckled his belt, loosened his pants, took out his cock,

and in front of him the girl spread her legs so that he can stick

it in her. As soon his glans had perched on her gates of milk and

honey, the sheikha released the donkey’s reins and it ran away.

The sheikh was stumped, and took to running after his own

donkey, tripping over his pants, leaving the graveyard grounds

with his arse-cheeks still visible to the world. People ran after him,

laughing at him and reproaching him, until they seized him and

gave him a beating for violating public morals.

Bassem: HAHAHAHA! You wish you were the

sheikha

of this story,

you crook-necked bitch.

Basra: This is a true story Renée, and everyone knows the name

of the sheikh. It’s Naim Qassem, he comes sometimes to the

court and cosies up to the commande

r of the faithful. It is said

that he loves boys.

4

Gulf slang for

‘tomboy’.
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Fariyaqiyyah: He got what he deserved, this Sheikh Qassem.

She has a strong hea

rt to laugh at him like this. What I fea

r is

that the storyteller is a man and not a woman. By God, it would

be beer if you asked a feminist author to adapt this story into a

play. Men write about a woman’s pleasure as if it’s separable from

the centuries in which women were undermined in society. Come

on, how many women do we know who orgasm in their bed and

know their pleasure spots? My husband is afraid of a woman’s

infinite potential for ecstasy, which it can’t be said applies to him.

So, he constantly defers and demurs, refusing to play with me,

and whenever I urge him to teach me how to read, he rushes to

a

ghawiya

. Soon after, he comes back and informs me that even

the whores don’t demand continuous ecstasy like I do, that I am

strange, and that my desire is not the desire of civilised urban

women. That was until I cuckolded him and brought home a boy

twenty years younger than me who pleasured me all day. My

husband lost his mind when he found out, and let out bier sobs.

But at this my heart did not bend, which made him wildly agitated

and mutinous. He threatened and thundered, but what can he

do? He is but an impoverished writer, and my father is the one

who provides us with money. A few days later, he calmed down,

promised never to return to those whores, and pledged to satisfy

me even if it took the entire night. He mentioned that he read in

al-Tifashi’s book that an unsatisfied woman will incontrove

rtibly

reso

rt to adulte

ry.

Basra: You know, I never thought of the relationship that

connects language and speech with a woman’s sexual orgasm.

We prostitutes are used to moaning, but in the context of our

work, we are wordless. Only when we are together, far away from

the prying ears of men, straight women, and those

sheikhat

who

abuse their closeness to the Caliph, only then do we whisper what

we are afraid to divulge outside our intimate circles. Do you think

that the paucity of terms in Arabic, in its various dialects, that

relate to a lesbian woman’s experience, is pa

rt and pa

rcel of the

system that oppresses women?

Fariyaqiyyah: Surely! If we glance at this book that contains our

current speech, we’d immediately notice the difference between

the number of terms that express the sexual identity of men

as compared with the terms that express the sexual identity of

women. This difference is vast even in the gay lexicon, not to

mention the entire language. This linguistic pove

rty makes the

female orgasm into a mysterious thing, difficult to ponder and

think about.
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Renée: You say this even though your husband has revealed

more than 150 Arabic terms for the vagina – not to mention

what Faris collected of the lexicon of sex and the body, for both

women and men.

Masoud: But Mary has a point. Thinking of and contemplating a

woman, and her body, and her needs, and her rights, should not

be left for men, and this is what has happened in our language for

centuries. If we want to nu

rtu

re the linguistic concepts that relate

to women, we must first think about the condition of women,

the state of her sisters and her children, and not leave such

dangerous topics to the whimsical accounts of men.

Bassem: Yes, yes! You are correct! But let’s stop with this heavy

talk. Let’s dance! Raw’a, bring us the derbuka, and let’s go girls!

Let’s sing and dance and forget men, I beg you!

Raw’a: I thought you liked men.

Bassem: Only if they are prepared to suck dick hihihihi!

[With Renée on the derbuka, Masoud on the oud, Bassem opens

the dance floor with a song.]

O Nadda Naddam, O Nadda.

Flowers blossom on her cheek.

If they don’t give you to me

The high mountains I will seek.

Nadda opened Instagram

Put a story of the Hammam

Beside her, the dog naps;

I’m afraid that he will snap!

Now Nadda has a TikTok,

Whoever she wants, she blocks,

And she wants to talk, but talk she does not…

5

5

These lyrics are by

Bassem Feghali,

performed in 2022

during the show,

Mirjan

hosted by

Zeina Zoghzoghy on

the TV channel

Al-Jadeed. The song

is a parody of the

song

‘al-Nadda

al-Nadda

, performed

by Sabah and

composed by the

Rahbani Brothers in

1969.
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Mejdulene Bernard Shomali

Living

in

the

Ellipses
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I don’t remember the first time I heard Fairuz’s searing voice.

She dropped seven studio albums before I was born. By 1982

Umm Kulthoum had come and gone, her legacy as wondrous

as the pyramids. Warda, Majida, Sabah: their voices are as

familiar to me as my father’s laugh or the smell of garlic cooking

in olive oil. I am not a musicologist; I cannot analyse with any

accuracy what musical period we occupy. Except to say I have

been fortunate to live in the golden glow of A

rab divas. Not only

alongside those famous women who dominated sound and

screen, but as the baby to three older sisters and our youthful

mother. Femininity was an a

rt eve

r cultivated – embodiment,

movement, adornment. And there was joy in it, the joy of our

togetherness; this secret club of women who wielded hair dryers

and hips like magical weapons.

I knew I wasn’t like them long before I knew why. I was more

invested in the besties and frenemies I grew up with than I was

in boys; the intimacies I shared with girls more potent than any

others. All three of my sisters married men. At the engagement

party of the last one, I looked ac

ross the dance floor and knew I

would never be at the centre of an event like this. I felt resigned –

not a loss, just an observation. I have wondered if I would have

come to know my queerness sooner if I had been a masculine

child. I am struck in the glossary by how the majority of entries

about queer women operate through gender subversion:

. I enjoyed being a girl and so it did not

occur to me that I would enjoy fucking one. The intensity of my

affection for my girl friends and my fealty to women I aributed

to my femme-rich family and my reverence for their power.

Which brings us back to Fairuz. She released ‘Al Bostah’ in 1979

as the first track off

Waḥdoun

’s b-side. It is somewhat unique

in her oeuvre as a song not originally composed and wrien for

her, but rather a cover from the play

Nazl el Sarour

(a production

from Ziad Rahbani, her son, who also produced

Waḥdoun

). In the

song, Fairuz rides the bus from Himlaya to Tannourine, making

observations about the passengers and yearning for a black-

eyed woman named

ʿ

aliyah. Joseph Saqr’s original performance

of the song is charming but in the hands of Fairuz ‘Al Bostah’ is

intoxicating. Fairuz’s vocals inculcate the song’s obsession with

ʿ

aliyah in its listener. Fairuz makes us remember

ʿ

aliyah and her

black eyes. I may not know the first time I heard Fairuz, but I

remember the realization that she was singing about a woman.

I played ‘Al Bostah’ on repeat for weeks. The drama, the power!

I heard her longing and found in it my own.
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‘Al Bostah’ is certainly not the fi

rst song where the singer and

the object of affection share the same gender. In Arabic it

is incredibly common for men to sing love songs which use

masculine suffixes and nouns. There are several theories about

this tendency: that songs are generated from poetry and poets

eschewed the feminine for its impact on rhyme and metre; others

suggest the masculine obscured the subject of the verse and

protected the writers; still others aribute it to the universality of

the masculine default in Arabic. Whatever the case, the absence

of the feminine in what are arguably the most common parlances

of love and lust – poetry and music –echoes beyond the end of

the song. Men were singing to men, and women were singing to

men. Who sang to women? ‘Al Bostah’ is electric in pa

rt fo

r the

queer possibility it blooms between women.

When one makes note of such homoerotic potential in Arabic

music, especially such beloved music, people can become

defensive. They point out how music videos featured heterosexual

pairings. They offer the grammatical explanations. They argue the

intention

of heterosexuality overrides the

potential

of queerness.

What if we set down this dismissive anxiety and approach with

curiosity? I am not arguing all this Arabic music is fundamentally

queer (although …). Instead, I ask: how and when are we to

speak or sing of desire between women, especially when gender

subversion does not apply? When ready language and examples

are not available?

The answer holds two truths in tension. First, language, with

its double entendres, its playful possibilities and its dangerous

elisions is incredibly significant to how we think and understand

the world. Absences in our language, seemingly arbitrary, are not

simply reflections of the world, but avenues for constructing

and maintaining social norms. The absence of language around

The absence of language around women

and feminine forms of queerness signifies

that femininity is (falsely) perceived as

a natural performance for women while

masculinity is a transgression.
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women and feminine forms of queerness signifies that femininity

is (falsely) perceived as a natural performance for women while

masculinity is a transgression. Consider how Umm Kulthoum

has often been rumoured to be queer while Fairuz has not, and

how this rumour is accompanied by commentary about her

unconventional gender presentations. The tendency to accentuate

deviation accounts for the plethora of language in the collection

about masculinity in women and femininity in men. There is also

a tendency in heteronormative cultures (Arab and not) to dismiss

femininity in women as trivial, inherently shallow. This form of

misogyny is so insipid and boring it hardly bears aention, except

to say that it is not for nothing that so many of us (queer and not)

worship at the altar of Arab divas. My delight in Fairuz’s obsession

with

ʿ

aliyah reflects the desire to see oneself represented in the

culture: a feminine woman longing for another woman. It bears

no significance that Fairuz is not herself known or rumored to be

queer. The song’s emotion and potential exceed facticity.

Then, a second truth: like all symbolic orders, language will always

be insufficient to narrate the intimacies of our lives. Language

hints, hovers, and caresses but it does not complete or capture.

While the glossary testifies to the powerful capacity of language

and its role in fashioning and a

rticulating society and the self,

it will necessarily be incomplete. Language is not only incomplete

for the ways it creates and maintains norms but incomplete

for what it cannot grasp. Even if we redress biased absences

and create a glossary to describe women’s sexualities (like the

delicious one constructed in Issa’s ‘A Dance of Gossip’), there

would still be more: more feeling, more flesh, more experience,

more subject than the language can bear.

This failure of language for me is not exclusively a failure.

I am drawn to what cannot be named. There is the pleasure

of representation, the thrill of hearing Fairuz sing with such

passion to another woman. And there is the pleasure of moving

unmarked, the pleasure at refusing easy classification. In worlds

ruled by binaries, by demands to exist within flat categories, the

absence of language can feel like the absence of capture. There

is pleasure in a world that resists cooptation by outsiders. I have

known communities of queers who have thrived without ever

being known beyond their members. Who found one another

with a look, a longing, or a song and chose to operate in that

ephemeral and ambient space as a form privacy and protection.

Similarly, I have known communities with words and codes all

their own: secret languages that never made it to public record.
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For Arab women who are so often the subject of intense scrutiny

and simultaneously empty stereotype, it can be powerful to

offer ‘I am not’ without offering ‘I am.’ To answer with refusal the

relentless pressure to unveil, to reveal. To be legible to oneself

without needing to legible to another. The absence of language in

these instances is not exclusively an erasure. It might also be an

opportunity to imagine a diffe

rent kind of body, a different kind of

community. One not beholden to the limitations of the language

available, precisely because we are not represented by it. Fairuz

longs for

ʿ

aliyah. Perhaps our expectation that queerness operate

within gender subversion relieves scrutiny on Fairuz’s affection,

allows her to explore it, to share it, to wonder. In the absence of

coded language and queer archetypes, more forms of queerness

become possible. In the story of my sexuality there was an

excess, something more I could not neatly slot into language.

I wasn’t queer like tomboys and I wasn’t straight like my sisters.

I knew what I was not, and because there did not seem to be a

name for what I was, an operating manual, or a set of rules, I was

free to discover what I might become.

To be clear, I love language and I love Arabic specifically. This

glossary witnesses the imagination of Arabic speakers and the

capacity of Arabic itself. It bubbles with word play, neologisms,

transliteration, and entendre. As much as I love language, I also

love the ellipses and all that is unspoken. I adore excess and

that which shimmers just beyond the line of sight and sound.

Something that lives in touch or on the tip of the tongue.

Something known but not named, familiar but not decipherable.

Something like what Fairuz senses and riders toward Tannourine

do not: the intensity of her devotion, the mystery of

ʿ

aliyah’s eyes,

what they promise. While we can anchor ourselves in existing

language or generate something new, we need not limit ourselves

to what is available in the symbolic order. Whole worlds await us in

the pause, the between, the beyond. Whole universes await in the

space between Himlaya and Tannourine, if we are up for the ride.
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An

Effeminate

Moroccan

Translated from French by Edwin Nasr

Abdellah Taïa
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He's offering his ass to the sun and

to everybody else. Look at the way

he walks and talks and plays with his

eyes. He really has no shame. One

day we'll have to find a solution.

The world knew on my behalf before even I did. That is, my

intimate truth, what I am and what has immediately become a

problem for them.

I was innocence, unconsciousness. A baby. A lile boy, barely

three, five, seven years old.

I don’t particula

rly remember, nor do I have precise images of,

myself from that time. Only sensations, intuitions, flashes I’m

sometimes unable to even situate. It was a different time. Another

age. Early childhood, the years they say will determine the rest of

your life. Everything happened here, of course, between the world

and myself, between my city of Salé and myself, between our

neighbourhood of Hay Salam and myself, between my precarious

family and myself, between my six sisters and myself, between

my two brothers and myself, between my parents and myself.

Between the earth and myself, between the sky and myself.

I got lucky. Despite the loneliness, I was initially very much

surrounded. Years and years in the midst of bodies very close to

me, people who very often laughed at me but did not reject me.

At least not yet. Lile Abdellah is special. He is not like us. He is

not one of us. Our parents brought him home from a garbage can,

that’s for sure. He’s not really a boy. What is he, really?

It’s all over for him. No future for him here. He won’t survive. That’s

for sure. But he doesn’t seem to be ashamed of who he is. He’s

comfortable. Look at the way he sits in that chai

r. That’s not how

boys sit on chairs. Look at how he’s lying on his stomach. He’s

offering his ass to the sun and to everybody else. Look at the

way he walks and talks and plays with his eyes. He really has no

shame. One day we’ll have to find a solution. Boys like him can be

corrected. They can be cured. We will send him to the imam of the

Hay Salam mosque; a man of God will know how to reconfigure
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him. Make him a real man. He will save him and lead him to the right

path. The path of good, not that of evil. The imam knows Allah well.

To them I am a tragedy. But not to me. Not for the lile child I was

once and that I still am.

I don’t have a name for what I am yet. I don’t even ask myself the

question. Why lock myself into one name, one definition, go to

jail of my own free will? No. This is not for me. My gender is small.

It’s male, as far as I can see. But that doesn’t mean anything.

With this small sex, the possibilities of existing in this world seem

infinite to me. With or without this small sex, I am what I am and I

believe I am happy.

Happy.

Very poor, like my family and many other families in Salé. But

happy, somewhat in an organic way. Existing just like that, in a pure

merging with the world, the great World. With the universe, the

great Universe. No need to complicate anything. No need to try to

know, to know

tout court

. Just to exist. To follow what flows in me.

To invite others to see what flows in me.

Happy lile Abdellah. It was exactly that. Happy to be what I am

without asking myself too many questions.

I am the eighth child. A boy who came after six girls. The long-

awaited boy. My mother told me that she was happy when she

gave birth to me. And still, today, when I am not feeling well, when

I am depressed, when I am in the dark and I want to leave life, my

mother’s confession comes back to me. It imposes itself on me.

The hand of God reaching out to me.

I don’t know if my mother loved me as much as my six sisters and

two brothers. I don’t care. I have her confession in me. She said it

one winter morning. These words, uered in Arabic, came out of

her mouth and her hea

rt: Abdellah, I was happy when I gave you

life. This is what must have saved me when hell finally opened its

doors before me from the age of eight.

Whatever they said, whatever they did to me, my mother’s happy

words allowed me to resist them. Do not fall. Do not fall. Do not

change. I am not ashamed of myself. I will not change. It is you

who should be ashamed.
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I am not ashamed to dance for my sisters, for my whole family.

To entertain them with imitations of the Egyptian act

resses

on our small TV screen. To speak like them, to dance like them.

Tahiya Carioca and Naïma Akef.

Very early on, I was a star in my family. And I understood very

quickly that I had to regularly give them something to ente

rtain

them, to make them laugh, to amuse them. Perform for them.

Dance for them. Through the Egyptian dance, find a way for

them to accept me and to love me in spite of themselves. A small

moment of happiness, a momentary opening.

Abdellah the lile female dancer.

Abdellah the lile male dancer.

Both at the same time. The fusion of several things in me.

Everything stopped at eight years old.

Within the family and in the street, they sta

rt calling me

bnita

,

the lile girl. I am not a

bnita

. Or rather: I could be a

bnita

without

shame, only when I want to be. But I am not a

bnita

as they say.

Something dirty. Something that isn’t

right. Something unnatural,

unacceptable. Why consider a

bnita

in these terms? Why reject a

bnita

boy? Why do that?

Is a girl di

rty?

Is a woman dirty?

They can say what they want. Insult. Invent and reinvent hate.

That’s not my problem. Life tells me not to listen to them. Don’t

change. Don’t trip over your own feet.

I am obsessed with old Egyptian films. I greatly look forward to

them. They are only shown on Moroccan television in the 1980s

once a week, on Friday evenings.

Egyptian films. Arabic films. Yes, these films express themselves in

the Arabic language. It’s much beer than American films, these

violent westerns. It’s much beer than French films, all talkative

and incomprehensible. I am in an Arab world that speaks in Arabic

and I don’t want to leave this world. The wait for Egyptian films

is unbearable. It is also delicious, enjoyable. The lile black-and-
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white television: it’s the only place where I can see people like us,

who come out of the same bath as us, who do ordinary, incredible

things. People who dare. People who talk about love. People

who partake in evildoing. People who fight. People who sc

ream.

Screaming. Cry. Crying. And who sometimes touch each other

with a rare tenderness.

Ever since I saw

Fadiḥa Fi Zamalek

[in English: ‘Scandal in

Zamalek’], I have been waiting impatiently for Moroccan television

to show a film with this incredible woman, a sublime actress who is

not at all afraid to exist through evil

and

in evil. Berlanti Abdelhamid.

A real star.

Everything about her aracts me. How she walks. How she talks.

The contempt in her eyes. The arrogance in her words. The

strategies she concocts to fulfil her desires. Going to the men

and inflaming them, thirsting them, starving them, destroying

them, and overth

rowing them, leaving them with only a crumbling

memory of man and his social status.

Berlanti Abdelhamid is not afraid. She enacts revenge while dancing.

She enacts revenge without shame. She goes towards the end,

towards death, without ever repenting. She is extraordinary. In the

literal sense. She is a woman who hu

rts men as they once hurt he

r.

Berlanti Abdelhamid is po

rt

rayed as a villain in these Egyptian

films. But she is a heroine. The story revolves around her and her

incredibly sensual and free body.

For the lile boy that I am, to see a bad heroine, an Arab star

who is bad and fair at the same time, is a revelation. All the other

Egyptian films had heroines who were not evil. Except for the

films that featured Berlanti Abdelhamid.

More than following an obsession, I am in a process of identification.

I am on the same path as Berlanti Abdelhamid. Like her, I pretend

to submit to this cruel world. Like her, I will have to think about

revenge. To think about my revenge, and how to enact it.

This world that hu

rts us so much doesn’t dese

rve anything else.

Revenge. Revenge. And maybe one day I can learn to love again.

Maybe become like the other star I worship: Magda.

A lile cat like Magda. Very sensitive, very sophisticated. Very

smart too.

150









[image: image]

To choose this other strategy: false kindness.

Find a way to make them stop raping me, throwing stones at me,

spiing on me.

Find a way to get out alive from the too many prisons they build

here for people like me.

I am twelve years old. A lile teenager. You must be a man now,

Abdellah. But, in the meantime, they will continue to rape you.

Throw di

rty names in you

r face. Because that’s what you are: a

dirty effeminate teenage

r.

A dirty effeminate Mo

roccan.

A

zamel

.

That’s what you are. That’s what you are. A

zamel

. You belong to

all of us, to all the men in the neighbourhood. We will all rape you.

And you won’t say anything.

You are the problem. Not us.

You’re just an

ʿ

aṭṭy

. A lile piece of cheese. A Kiri, a laughing cow.

1

You want more? More insults?

The list of names they gave me in the Hay Salam neighbourhood

is so long.

A

sawsan

boy.

A

zoubida

boy. Like

zabda

, the buer.

An

aatika

boy.

A

taarija

boy.

A banana boy. You like bananas, Abdellah, don’t you? Follow me.

I’ve got a big one for you.

They also called me Samira Said for years, because I would always

sing her song,

Mouch Ḥatnazel

ʿ

annak

ʾ

abdan

(‘I will never give up

on you’).

1

The Laughing Cow

(French:

La vache

qui rit

) is a French

brand of processed

cheese products

made by

Fromageries Bel,

who also produce a

derivative product

named Kiri. The

brand’s mascot, the

Laughing Cow, is a

red-and-white cow

depicted as being

jovial. The brand is

popular in

Arabic-speaking

countries.
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At the time, at the age of fourteen, my situation had become

critical in the neighbourhood. Abdellah is growing up. What are we

going to do with him now? He is almost a man. Continue raping

him? Would you agree with that? Yes, we all agree. Abdellah, the

bnita

of Hay Salam, seems to be used to it by now. He has been

raped for years. He does not say anything. He does not complain.

He lowers his head. His ass is on offer. He likes it, Abdellah. He

loves geing his ass handed to him every day.

Every day.

Samira Said saved me.

A Moroccan woman who left Morocco to go to Cairo. And there, in

the world of Berlanti Abdelhamid and Faten Hamama, she became

a star, a superstar for the whole Arab world to enjoy. Morocco’s

reaction, then, was atrocious. When they realised that Samira Said

had definitely escaped them, that she had reached the status

of an icon, they invented all these rumours to destroy her, sully

her, annihilate her. But it was too late. Nobody could do anything

against her. She is free, Samira Said. Free. Free. Put this in your

head and go to sleep with your hea

rt full of hate and jealousy.

Samira Said is free.

She has gone far, far away from you, and has become her own

dream, a dream that speaks in Arabic. She has realised her dream.

She has found the place from which to make both her voice and

message heard.

You are right: I am Samira Said. One day I will be Samira Said.

For real.

Abdellah, the

bnita

of Hay Salam,

seems to be used to it by now. He has

been raped for years. He does not say

anything. He does not complain. He

lowers his head. His ass is on offer.
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In the meantime, I sing and sing ‘Mouch hatnazel aannak abadan’.

In 1986, I did not pay aention to the words of this song. Today, I

tell myself that another Abdellah in me intuitively understood that

this song was not addressed to a loved one, a heterosexual man.

No. Samira Said was addressing herself. She is her own love object.

Samira Said is love.

She sings:

You who by your love gave my life a taste and a colour,

I will never give up on you no maer what.

Whatever happens, gay Abdellah will continue to dance and sing.

Abdellah will look for impossible love amid solitude.

No maer what happens, they will not succeed in bringing me

down, destroying me, killing me.

I grew up. I survived. Alone. Do you hear? I survived on my own.

That’s a miracle right there.

I’m now forty-nine yea

rs old.

I know I’ll never get an apology from them. My parents and siblings,

my cousins and friends, my rapists. No understanding. No tender or

healing words. You’re just a deviant, one of my sisters used to say

to me, in the mid-1980s. Interestingly, she would say it in French.

That’s right, my dearest sister. That’s it, I’m just a queer. The queer

from Salé. From Hay Salam. A queer for myself

and

of the World.

A Moroccan queer.

Happy in spite of all the evil you did to him.

Reconciled with myself, without you or your hatred.

Until the very end of my life, I will proudly continue imitating

Berlanti Abdelhamid and singing alongside Samira Said.
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