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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the complex ways in which queer Muslim
women with origins from the Middle East and North Africa (MENA)
negotiate belonging and selfhood in France. Drawing on a three-month
long digital ethnography, | employ an intersectional approach to
explore the juxtaposition of “Muslim” and “lesbian/ bisexual” identities
and to answer the question, “How do queer Muslim immigrant women
negotiate and conceptualize their identities in contemporary France?”
As a marginalized group within a marginalized minority of immigrants
from the MENA region, queer Muslim immigrant women have been
overlooked in scholarship, public discourses, politics, LGBTQ+ spaces,
and religious spaces. This research addresses this gap by exploring the
identity-related struggles of queer Muslim immigrant women in France
and contributes to studies on Muslim subjectivities, immigration, and
gender. Based on my findings, | argue that queer Muslim immigrant
women in France negotiate their identities through reconfiguring
“secular” and “Muslim” identities and queering religious texts. This
negotiation takes place, in part, by using social media to connect with
others who share a similar conceptualization of their identities within
digital spaces.

Keywords: identity; gender; immigration; Muslim subjectivities;
queerness
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Between me and the other world there is ever
an unasked question: unasked by some
through feelings of delicacy; by others through
the difficulty of rightly framing it... How does it
feel to be a problem? (Du Bois 1904, 1)

hrough the prism of the question, “How

does it feel to be a problem?’ a

formulation that lies at the heart of

discriminatory thinking, the prominent
twentieth-century African American scholar
W.E.B. Du Bois examines how discrimination,
racism, exclusion, and negative perceptions of
Black Americans affect their identities and
understandings of selfhood. In The Souls of
Black Folk (1904), he argues that being
perceived as “a problem” creates a state of
double-consciousness, a psychological split in
which the oppressed individual's identity
divides into two as they come to see
themselves through the eyes of the oppressor
(Du Bois 1904, 3). Rather than embodying a
unified being, they are fragmented into “two
souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings”
that ultimately conflict with each other in a
single body (Du Bois 1904, 3). Ultimately for Du
Bois, a vital stepping-stone towards self-
liberation is to merge the fragmented self to
become a “truer and better self” (Du Bois 1904,
4) emancipated from the inner and outer
perceptions that divide Black identity and
ultimately American society.

W.E.B. Du Bois's contributions to our
understanding of the effects of oppression on
the minds of Black Americans serve as a useful
lens through which to understand the identity
negotiation processes of queer Muslim
Maghrebi women within the French context.
Maghrebi specifically refers to individuals with
origins from the “Maghreb” (derived from “west”
in Arabic), a region of North Africa which
includes Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, territories

that were colonized by France. Queer Muslim
Maghrebi women's experiences of multiple
exclusions within contemporary France are
characterized by being considered “a problem”
vis-a-vis their intersectional identities. As queer
Muslims, they are perceived as “a problem” by
their religious communities for defying
traditional  understandings of what s
permissible behavior within the Islamic
framework. As Muslim women, some of whom
wear the veil, they are labeled as “a problem” by
politicians and secular feminists who see veiling
as a symbol of oppression and submission. As
Muslim immigrants, they are perceived to be “a
problem” by individuals who claim they pose a
threat to French identity and French secularism
(/aicité), which privileges the religious neutrality
of the public sphere (this concept will be further
discussed later). As a result, queer Muslim
Maghrebi women experience “double” or even
“triple” consciousness (Keaton 2005, 5) as their
multiple identities, each with their own layers of
discrimination, lead to fragmentations of the
self. The problematization of queer, Muslim,
and immigrant identities leads in turn to the
marginalization of women who embody them.
Given these multiple contexts of exclusion and
the underlying assumptions about the mutual
exclusivity of Muslim and queer categories, how
do queer Muslim immigrant women negotiate
and  conceptualize  their identities in
contemporary France? How do they experience
belonging in a country and in communities that
continuously define them as a problem?

This research explores the ways in which
qgueer Muslim immigrant cisgender women with
origins from the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) negotiate notions of belonging and
selfhood in France. | intentionally use the
phrase “this” research as opposed to “my”
research because | believe that this research is
not mine to possess or claim, especially since |
am neither Maghrebi/French, do not originally
come from a Muslim background, and am
writing about communities that are not my
own. | acknowledge how my identity categories
(queer white Latina) as well as how my
academic background as an undergraduate
student in the United States frame the
observations as well as the questions that | ask.
| propose that positionality does not imply
claiming ownership of the research. Rather, if
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the research were to “belong” to anyone, |
suggest re-locating ownership to those who are
being written about and studied, whose
representations are being shaped by my
perceptions. In my aim to understand
processes of identity negotiation, | hope that |
have respectfully brought some visibility to a
largely underrepresented queer community in
France. As a marginalized group within a
marginalized minority of immigrants from the
MENA region, lesbian/bisexual Muslim
immigrant women have been largely
overlooked in academic scholarship, public
discourses, politics, LGBTQ+ spaces, and
religious spaces, creating a gap in our
understanding of how these women experience
and navigate their lives while embodying their
intersectional identities. The oversight is
partially due to taboo attitudes toward
homosexuality, but also to underlying
assumptions about the exclusivity of queerness
to secular spaces and communities, rendering
homosexual relationships among Muslim
cisgender women invisible and seemingly non-
existent.

Drawing on a three-month long critical
media analysis, virtual ethnography, and
discursive analysis of social media, this research
focuses on the ways queer Muslim women are
marginalized on the basis of several fronts:
their religious, lesbian/bisexual, and immigrant
identifications. | explore some of the dominant
Muslim discourses surrounding homosexuality
as well as an attempt by a progressive Algerian
French imam, Ludovic-Mohamed Zahed, to
challenge these dominant positions in France.
Subsequently, | examine how LGBTQ+
individuals are perceived in broader French
society as well as the ways in which queer
Muslim Maghrebi women are overlooked within
LGBTQ+ spaces and in certain feminist
organizations. Through a brief discussion on
immigration and Islamophobia, | also look at
the ways in which multiple exclusionary forces
influence queer Muslim immigrant women'’s
sense of belonging in France.

Despite  being situated in  multiple
exclusionary contexts, queer Muslim immigrant
women exhibit agency in the ways in which they
choose to embody their complex identities.
Based on the findings, | argue that queer

Muslim immigrant women in France negotiate
their identities through reconfiguring “secular”
and “Muslim” categories and through queering
religious texts. The negotiation takes place, in
part, by using social media to connect with
others who share a similar conceptualization of
their identities within the digital space.
Although the COVID-19 pandemic restricted in-
person fieldwork for the research, the existence
of online communities of Queer Muslim
individuals in France provided a space to
explore digital interactions and exchanges
between social media users who identify as
Muslim, queer, and immigrant. Employing
virtual ethnographic methods to examine
online encounters of queer Muslim immigrant
women, | find that social networks are being
used to (1) bridge the gap between “queer” and
“Muslim” identities and (2) connect with others
who share similar identities, thereby reinforcing
their sense of “self.” The discussion then shifts
toward exploring efforts to commensurate and
reconcile both “Muslim” and “queer” identity
categories within these digital spaces. However,
some women do not seek to reconfigure their
identities and choose to embody one identity
over the other (Queer or Muslim), while others
embody both at the same time, maintaining
traditional understandings of queerness within
Islam. The ensuing findings contribute to
studies on gender, Muslim subjectivities, and
immigration by examining the lived realities of
qgueer Muslim immigrant women in France and
their understandings of selfhood.

Muslim and Queer: Spaces of
Exclusion and Inclusion within
Muslim Communities

Within contemporary historical, political, and
religious contexts in France, queer Muslim
immigrant women are excluded for their
religious affiliation, immigrant backgrounds,
gender identities, and sexual orientations,
posing a challenge to the ways they experience
feelings of acceptance and belonging. An
overwhelming majority of Muslims in France
consider same-sex acts and relationships to be
strictly forbidden (Eidhamar 2014; Siraj 2016,
187). Although Islamic law considers sex to be a
natural phenomenon, traditional religious
interpretations indicate that it must take place
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within the framework of officially recognized
heterosexual relationships (Siraj 2016, 186).
Furthermore, some Muslims conceptualize
homosexuality as a “test from Allah,” wherein it
is acting on same-sex attraction that is regarded
as a sin rather than the attraction itself
(Eidhamar 2014). Passing the “test” thus
consists of abstaining from same-sex acts/
relationships during the individual's lifetime, a
feat that is believed to be met with rewards in
the afterlife (Eidhamar 2014). Queer Muslim
women are also judged for transgressing
traditional understandings of gender roles
within Islam, especially since homosexuality
undermines the heterosexual institution of
marriage and the traditional roles associated
with raising a family. In France, disapproval of
same-sex relationships is prevalent within
Muslim communities. A 2019 survey on
homophobia conducted by the French Institute
of Public Opinion (Institut francais d'opinion
publique) finds that 63% of respondents who
identified as Muslim consider homosexuality to
be a “sickness” or “sexual perversion” (IFOP
2019). Although there have been some efforts
to make Muslim communities more inclusive of
LGBTQ individuals, dominant Islamic authorities
in France have met these initiatives with
disapproval. For instance, Ludovic-Mohamed
Zahed, a gay and feminist Algerian French
imam, caused considerable controversy within
the French Muslim community when he
launched Europe’s first LGBT-inclusive mosque
in in Paris in 2012 (Doezema 2014). Officials
from the Great Mosque of Paris, one of the
primary Islamic  authorities in  France,
considered the initiative to be “outside the
Islamic community” and not in compliance with
the Qur'an, ultimately rejecting the mosque’s
legitimacy and its pro-LGBT stance (Di Caro
2019).

The discourses that condemn homosexuality
render it challenging for queer Muslims to
affirm their gender identities publicly. In a
podcast by Deutsche Welle entitled
“Homosexuality in  France,” a reporter
interviews several Muslim men who gather for
Friday prayers in the gardens of the Great
Mosque of Paris to gage their opinions on Islam
and homosexuality (Laurenson 2016). One
interlocutor  stresses the incompatibility
between the two categories: “No, it's not

coherent, Islam and homosexuality cant go
together, that's how it is, it's written” (00:31),
while another claims it is forbidden: “It's in the
Quran in black in white... they have to be
stopped, it mustn’t be allowed” (1:28). Another
informant expresses the difficulties in making
the two categories compatible: “Everyone
should live their life the way they see fit, but if
they want to live according to the principles of
Islam, it isn't easy to reconcile the two” (01:10).
These views reflect narratives of mutual
exclusion between the Muslim and homosexual
categories through references to the Quran
and to principles that are considered to be
Islamic.  Although these discourses are
omnipresent within Muslim communities in
France, it is important to note that DW's
podcast omits Zahed's' public efforts to
challenge these anti-homosexual narratives,
rendering an essentialized representation of
Muslims as quintessentially homophobic. These
depictions, in turn, inform the public's
perception of Muslim individuals who also
come to render Muslim and queer categories as
mutually exclusive.

Some queer Muslims, like Zahed, uphold that
homosexuality is compatible with Muslim
identity. As the founder of the pro-LGBTQ
French Muslim association Homosexuel(le)s
Musulman(e)s de France — Lesbian & Gay
Muslims of France (HM2F) and the creator of
the HM2F Facebook group, Zahed aims to
connect those who share his perspective or
who would like to get to know how queer and
Muslim identities can be compatible. In the
following analysis, | observe the ways in which
the HM2F Facebook group serves as a space of
inclusion and belonging for queer Muslim
individuals in France.

Regarding the ethics of social media
research, | justify using Facebook posts from
the HM2F group on the basis that the data are
textual, anonymized (I have only included first
names and have blocked out profile photos),
and involve the observation of subjects in a
semi-public space. Since informed consent can
arguably be waived while conducting
observational research within physical public
and semi-public space, the same ethics can be
applied to digital public and semi-public space
(Willis 2019, 3). Furthermore, although HM2F is
considered to be a “private group” on Facebook
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in that one must apply to join, the divide
between private and public is often blurred
within online environments (Willis 2019, 4). For
instance, the “About” section of the HM2F group
offers a statement that it is “open to everyone,”
and my ability to gain access without any
connections to members of the group indicates
the semi-public nature of HM2F.

That said, the data | analyze here only come
from a specific subset of queer Muslims.
Although digital spaces provide platforms for
individuals to explore questions of religion and
sexuality, there are generational differences
with regards to who posts about these topics
online. The children of Maghrebi immigrants
navigate and frame their religious practices in
ways that reflect their embeddedness within
the French context (Beaman 2018, 42). Growing
up in France can play a significant role in how
they understand and experience their religion
relative to their first-generation immigrant
parents. Though Beaman's research specifically
looks at how middle-class second-generation
immigrants reframe their Muslim vis-a-vis their
French identities in non-online environments, it
provides insight into how processes of
reconfiguration are tied to generation-specific
experiences, which may, in turn, shape the
types of issues they deal with online.
Additionally, individuals who use social media
platforms to post about queerness and Islam
must be familiar with the technology, have
access to the internet, and possess a working
knowledge of the mediums and communities
available to them for exploring these topics.
They must also feel comfortable sharing
information publicly. Even though there are
methods of maintaining an anonymous
presence online, the risk of being recognized
may deter some from engaging in personal
conversations about their queer and Muslim
identities out in the “open.” Lastly, the
Instagram and Twitter accounts that | analyze
tend to be managed by individuals younger
than the members of Facebook groups such as
“Musulmane et lesbienne c'est possible!” and
HM2F, reflecting generational differences in the
ways specific social media sites are being used
to foster queer-Muslim friendly spaces online.

The HM2Fs Facebook community includes
over 2,400 members and serves LGBTQ

Muslims who seek to connect to resources and
people who can support them in their journey
to reconcile their identities. For instance, Figure
1 shows a post on HM2F made by a member of
the group, a queer woman, who expresses her
desire to reconcile her religion and her
homosexuality but is experiencing feelings of
inner conflict. She asks the members of the
group for advice on how to reconcile the two.

Soukaina [Jlll» HM2F | Homosexuel(le)s
Musulman(e)s - Lesbian & Gay Muslims
September 26 - 8
Bonjour,
Je publie ici pour avoir des conseils,
Comment faites vous pour concilier religion et homosexualité ? Je
fais un travail sur moi mais il y a des moments ou je sens que je
suis en conflit intérieur..

Merci pour vos réponses &2

O?U " 32 Comments

Julien INNIEIENENEGEE

Etudie bien ta religion concernant ce sujet et méme
si pas explicitement écrit il faut se rendre compte
que certains termes de |'époque ne veulent pas dire
exactement la méme chose qu'aujourd'hui.

+ Il y'a beaucoup de livre sur le sujet et peu importe
la religion.

Mais ce qu'il faut retenir et le plus important, Dieu
est amour et miséricordieux. Et gu'il t'aimes pour ce
gue tu es @A

Like - Reply - 8u Qo
Soukaina I

Julien Lockhart oui c'est vrai, je ne lis pas car

je n'ai pas non plus envie de mal interpréter.. -
Je sais que dieu est misecordieux mais J'avoue
rais que je I'ai un peu mis de cdté derniérement

Like - Reply - 9w OF 2

Julien NN

Soukaina tu devrais te renseigner sur :
Ludovic-Mohamed Zahed

Qui est un Imam gay, ¢a pourrait t'apporter pas
mal de réponses.

Like - Reply - 2w - Edited 0 s
Julien NN
https:/ftwittercom/MNamarPo.. fstatus/1548644

Figure 1 (top): A post, and Figure 2 (bottom): responses to
it on the Facebook group HM2F | Homosexuel(le)s Musul-
man(e)s - Lesbian & Gay Muslims.

Soukaina’s post, receiving 32 comments,
shows significant engagement, with each
comment encouraging and supporting her.
Some members direct her to specific resources
through links as well as suggestions in the
comment section. The first comment, in Figure
2, posted by a fellow member reads: “Study
what your religion says about this subject well
and even if it's not explicitly written, you'll have
to realize that certain old terms don’t mean
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exactly the same thing as today.” This
demonstrates how recasting Islamic texts with
new interpretations and meanings and applying
them to contemporary contexts serves as a
method for reconciliation. Furthermore, the
commenter refers the woman to Zahed, who,
he claims, could “give you a lot of answers” and
provides a link to the Twitter account of a pro-
LGBT Maghrebi Muslim online activist.
Connecting users to others who share similar
experiences or to resources which may
facilitate the reconciliation process, therefore,
serves as powerful means through which the
“queer Muslim” identity is asserted, negotiated,
and constructed.

Members of HM2F, both administrators and
followers of the group, also regularly share
resources such as videos, images, articles, and
educational pamphlets on the group’s feed.
These materials serve as useful tools for
bridging the gap between Muslim and queer
identities. One member's’ upload of a queer-
positive pamphlet on Islam and homosexuality
on the HM2F Facebook group (see Figure 3), for
instance, is a stark contrast to DW’'s podcast
“Islam and Homosexuality” (Laurenson 2016),
which paints a portrait of Islam as a
quintessentially homophobic religion. With

Richard [l up/caded a file.
July 25, 2016 - @

FILE
Homosxualité et Islam - version 1

O 3 4 Comments
oY Like () Comment
Dimension NN
Super intéressant
Like - Reply - 4y 01
Richard I
Ca me fait super plaisir que tu l'aies apprécié.

Merci.

O

Like - Reply - 4y

Dimension I
Ricardo Fernandes Ca me réconforte dans foie

7

>

O

Like - Reply - 4y - Edited

Richard I
C'est bien l'intention de ces lignes.

Like - Reply - 4y o“

Figure 3: Positive responses to a file uploaded to the
Facebook group HM2F | Homosexuel(le)s Musulman(e)s -
Lesbian & Gay Muslims

titles such as “No Explicit Condemnation,” “A
Benevolent Prophet,” “What the Hadiths Say/
The Condemnation of the People of Lot,” and
“Homosexuality is also a work of God” (see
Figure 4, clockwise from top left) the pamphlet
aims to re-configure narratives of
condemnation to construct an Islamic
framework that is inclusive, accepting, and
ultimately friendly towards queer Muslims.

Yet negative perceptions of homosexuality
within Muslim communities can make it difficult
for LGBTQ Muslim individuals to come out to
their families and to publicly assume their
queer identities. Farhad Khosrokhavar, a
professor of sociology at the Ecole des Hautes
Ftudes en Sciences Sociales (EHESS), explains
that coming out as homosexual within some
Muslim households can make one ngjis or
impure (Laurenson 2016). As a result, those
who publicly assume their LGBT identities can
face disapproval from and rejection by their
families (Laurenson 2016; Amari 2012, 60).
Furthermore, he claims that homosexuality is a
taboo that among religious Muslims is “much
stronger than among secular people” (2:30) and
that many Muslims in Europe feel as if secular
society is imposing dominant values on them.
Non-queer Muslims, therefore, could perceive
queer Muslims as morally corrupt individuals,
and also as traitors to their own religion, family,
and cultural traditions. (Amari 2012, 60; Yip
2008, 105). French sociologist Salima Amari's
anthropological study (2012) focuses on the
decision-making processes behind coming out
or staying in the closet for Maghrebi lesbian
women. Amari finds that queer women of
North African descent keep their identities
hidden from their families out of “filial loyalty,”
compartmentalizing their identities by revealing
certain parts to some and hiding them to others
(Amari 2012, 55). The desire to stay loyal to
their families, therefore, is one of the many
factors that may drive queer Muslim women
away from embodying both identities in public
and in private (Amari 2012, 73).

LGBTQ and Muslim: Secularism'’s
Multiple Exclusions

Within broader French society, a 2019 Pew
Research study found that 86% of French
citizens believe that homosexuality should be
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Aucune

condamnation explicite

Ni le Coran, ni ancun hadith ne
parle dhomesexualité pour une rai-
son tres simple. Clest un coneept
qui est né au 19°™ siccle, inventé
pardes psychiatres. 1l n'exiscaic pas
en tant que tel dans la eoloure ara-
berislamigue. 11 a été intégre tar-
divement sous leffet de linfluence
oceidentale et de la modernité, Le
Coran fait référence 4 des actes
sexuels dans un conrexte immoral
(viol ou arteinte 4 la pudeur dans
un espace public), alors que Iho-
masexualité, cest avant tout une
attirance consentic entre deux per-
sonnes du méme sexe. Un hadith

wémoigne par ailleurs dune ahsence
de réglementation morale. Il rap-
porte une discussion entre Abou
Hurcira ct le prophéte, [Co compa-
gnon cst venu voir le Messager de
Diecu pour lui dire quil n'avair pas
de désir envers les femmes. Moha-
med (Paix et salut soient sur i)
est resté silencieux alors quiAbou
I Tureira Favait interpellé trois fois 4
ce sujer. A laguarrieme enrative, il
Tui répondit ceci :

« O Abou Hureiva, la plume est
sdche en ce qui concerne e gui
pent éire convenable pour ceux
dentre vous. Alors, accepte ton

sort o abandonne = Bukhari
LXIIS.]

e Hadith témoigne de l'ahsence
de régles 4 ce sujet er expliquerait
la mlérance qui auraic exiseé an
premicr emps de Tslam envers
les minorités sexuelles. Er pour oo
qui cst des rapports charnels entre
femmes, on ne ouve aucune ré-
ference, ni dans le Coran, ni dans
aucun Hadith,

L'homosexualit¢
est aussi I'ceuvre de Dieu

Si Dicu est sans conteste 4 lorigine de toute chose sur terre, létre humain est
également le fruit de sa création. Les homosexuels savent pertinemment que l'on ne
choisit pas sa sexualit¢. Elle simpose & nous, elle est naturelle, et est done également
lavolonté de Dieu. Certains diront qu'il sagit dune perversion humaine, une épreuve

voulue par Dicu.

Et pourtant, cette sexualité particuliére fait partic intégrante de la créaton
divine. Plusicurs études répertorient des centaines d'espéees animales ayant des

Un prophete bienveillant

Personne, aux premiers temps de listam, nauraitjamais
¢ condamné en raison de son orientadon sexuelle
ou de genre. Bien au contraire, il semblerait que les «
Mukhanahtun =, ces hommes efféminés, avaient oute
leur place dans la société. Certain d'entre eux servaient
les épouses du Prophete. Ces deriéres ne se voilaient
pas devant ces hommes qui navaient pas, les atoibuts
de la masculinité, (Sourate Ennour 24-V31). Par ail-
leurs, le Prophéte a interdit que l'on sen prenne  ces
individus, En effec, Abu Dawud (Sunan, Livie 41-
4910] rapporte i propos dun « mukhannath » qui avait
teint ses mains et ses pieds avee du henné (pratigue ex-
clusivement réservée aux femmes dans I'Arabie du 7"
siecle de notre ére).

[Le Prophéte a demandé :

- o Quel est le probléme avec cet homme 7
Onluiadit:

-« Apétre dAllah | I affecte la communauté
des femmes (. ).

Ne devrions-nous pas le tuer »,

Lenvoyé de Dieu réponditalors :

- Jai interdit que lon tue cesx qui prient »).

Le Prophéte a non seulement défendu la vie de cetin-
dividu, que lon considérerait aujourd'hui comme ap-
partenant 4 une minorité sexuelle, mais il a utlisé en
plus le symbole de la pritre, symbole de Iégalité entre
tous les musulmans.

comportements homosexuels.

Et pour aller plus loin dans les mystéres de la création, Dieu a artribué 4 certains
individus les deux sexes, male et femelle 4 la fois. 11 sagit des hermaphrodires

Ce que disent
les Hadiths

(Les hadiths sont un ensembsle de textes qui rapportent
des moignages sur la vie du prophéte)

Un seul hadith condamne ouvertement les rapports
sexucls entre hommes pratiqués en public : « 57 vous
trouves quicongue en traim de répéter les pratigues
du peuple de Loth, tues-les, que ce soit celui gui
commet lacte ow celui qui le subit. » Tirmidhi ;
Abou Daoud : Ibn Majah.

Ce hadith a une origine doutense. Comme bien
dautres, en matiére de scxualité, d'égalité des scxcs
etde diversité des genres, il a ¢ ajoute aprés la mort

I.a condamnation
du peuple de I .oth

Lot en arabe)

Les seuls passages du Coran sur lesquels sc basent les
juristes pour condamner Thomosexualité, renvoient
tous A des versets qui décrivent les pratiques du peuple
de Loth. Loth érair le prophéte dune ville o les ha-
bitants avaicnt un comportement qu'ils désavouaicnt.
Cles gens ¢raient répurcs pour leurs mauvaises meeurs,
leurs brigandages, leurs viols, 1ls vénéraient des dieux
paiens. Ils considéraient lappropriation de laucre
comme une dévotion. Dailleurs. le prophéte Loth
dénonce dans un passage du Coran le comportement
dindividus venus violer ses invités (v compris des

du Prophite 4 la tradition islamique. 11 rappelle éga-
lement l'interdiction de se livrer 4 des actes sexuels en
public (homosexuels ou hétérosexuels) qui iralent 4
Tencontore des bonnes mocurs,

hommes), comme il ¢tait courant de le faire dans cette
cit¢ quiil habitait. Ainsi, ces versets du Coran ne dé-
signeraient pas Thomosexualité en tant gue relation
consentic entre deux aduloes de méme sexe.

Figure 4: Headings in a leaflet uploaded to the Facebook group HM2F | Homosexuel(le)s Musulman(e)s - Lesbian & Gay

Muslims.

accepted (Poushter et al. 2020). However,
individuals who identify as LGBTQ in France still
experience widespread discrimination and
harassment (OECD 2019). Queer Muslims are
particularly vulnerable to acts of aggression: a
recent survey found that 37% of queer Muslims
experienced harassment in 2018-2019, as
opposed to 15% of queer respondents who
identified as Catholic and 14% who consider
themselves non-religious (IFOP
2019). Furthermore, SOS Homophobie reported
a 42% increase in  harassment and
discrimination complaints by lesbian women in
2019 since the previous year (SOS Homophobie
2019). These statistics are significant. As the
French version of the #MeToo movement,
#BalanceTonPorc (#ExposeYourPig), gained
ground in 2017-2018, it created a shift in
attitudes toward exposing harassment and
violence against women and LBT individuals.
SOS Homophobie claims that by reporting
assaults, lesbian and bisexual women are
pushing back against invisibilization and acts of

violence that, until then, were denied and
trivialized (SOS Homophobie 2019).

However, immigrant queer Muslim women
are often rendered invisible by the same
organizations that fight to make LGBTQ
struggles  visible. For  instance, SOS
Homophobie’s 2020 biennial report of
homophobia in France presents one testimony
of a gay Muslim man, but does not include any
testimonies or statistics of discrimination
against queer  Muslim  women  (SOS
Homophobie 2020, 118). Official reports from
the OECD, IFOP, and SOS Homophobie measure
discrimination  against  LGBT individuals,
immigrants, women, LGBTQ Muslims, and
lesbians but none specifically focus on the
intersection of lesbian/bisexual, Muslim, and
immigrant categories, making it difficult to
discern how this particular group of women
experiences discrimination. Although gaining
access to lesbian/bisexual Maghrebi Muslim
informants can be challenging, as a result of
cultural and religious taboos associated with
queerness (Siraj 2016, 186), these wide gaps in
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knowledge and data surrounding the struggles
and lived experiences of queer Muslim women
indicate wider forces of exclusion within the
French LGBTQ community.

For instance, there were few accounts of pro-
LGBTQ Muslim associations being present at
Gay Pride celebrations across the country
before 2020, even though increasing numbers
of queer Muslims participate in Pride events.
Yet the experiences of lesbian/bisexual Muslims
at Pride celebrations in Britain demonstrate
how interactions between mainstream events
of the LGBTQ community and intersectional
identities can shape experiences of exclusion
and inclusion for queer Muslims across these
landscapes. As Pride's narratives of diversity
and inclusion exist within the framework of
secular  understandings  of  queerness,
transgressing these norms can lead to
experiences of discrimination as well as
harassment. At a Pride event in Britain, Tamsila
Taugir, founder of the LGBTQI Muslim lesbian
support group The Safra Project, claims that
several queer Muslim women were confronted
at the march for wearing the hjab. “We were
harassed and assaulted by some gay men with
Islamophobic, racist and misogynistic abuse as
well as having beer thrown at us. No one from
the march intervened; in fact, others stood by
and encouraged the abusers in their
actions” (Tauqgir 2020, n.p.). These violent
reactions against Muslim lesbians at the event
point to the ways in which expressing Muslim
identity can hinder access to queer spaces and
render them exclusionary and even dangerous.
Despite claims of inclusivity, discourses of gay-
friendliness and inclusivity are ultimately “laden
with a value structure” and “informed by
gender, class and religion” (Mousawwi 2018,
175). Although Amari finds that Maghrebi
lesbians in France consider Pride to be an
important stepping stone in their processes of
self-construction (2018, 183), their experiences
of belonging within mainstream LGBTQ
communities are ultimately shaped by the ways
in which their various identities interact with
hegemonic structures that impose secular
cultural supremacy under the disguise of
inclusivity for all.

In non-intersectional mainstream secular
French feminist spheres, Muslim women,
especially those who wear the veil, are often

perceived as oppressed individuals in need of
saving from controlling patriarchal figures.
Through the lens of this framework, the veil is
understood to be a male imposition that aims
to control women'’s sexualities. As a symbol of
oppression, it is perceived as incompatible with
feminism (Abu-Lughod 2002, 786; Diallo 2018).
Holding these assumptions, feminist
organizations such as Osez le Féminisme (Dare
Feminism) and Ni Putes Ni Soumises (Neither
Whores Nor Submissive) have publicly
supported or remained silent on policies that
prohibit veiling in schools and full-face veils in
public spaces (Diallo 2018; The University of
Chicago 2013; “Saphir News” 2015). In the
process, critics, namely veiled Muslim women,
have argued that these organizations have used
their political platforms as well as narratives of
male oppression and victimhood to alienate
veiled Muslim women through discourses that
are racist and Islamophobic (“Saphir News”
2015). Although there have been efforts to push
back  against  exclusion  through the
establishment of feminist collectives such as
“Femmes en Lutte 93" (“Women in the Fight
93", an initiative that is inclusive of veiled
Muslim women and queer Muslim immigrant
women (“Femmes en Lutte 93" 2011), the
disproval of the veil within French feminist
circles  reflects broader debates and
controversies surrounding the perception of
the veil in France.

From a political and secular standpoint,
Muslim women who wear the veil are depicted
as a threat to /aicité (secularism). Laicité refers
to a specifically French brand of secularism, a
principle that not only advocates for the
separation between public institutions and
religion, but also envisions a public sphere that
is “neutral” and free from religious influence. As
a product of historical tensions between the
church and state throughout the centuries,
laicité is deeply intertwined with the
development of the nation and remains an
integral pillar of secular republican identity
(Colissimo 2018). However, the discourse of
laicité has been used to prohibit the physical
expressions of religious belief in public schools
since 2004 as well as to ban veils that cover the
face from all public spheres since 2010. Both
these initiatives have primarily targeted and
affected Muslim women and girls. As Lila-Abu-
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Lughod argues in her article “Do Muslim
Women Really Need Saving?” (2002), discourses
of salvation and unveiling not only undermine
women’'s agency and capacity to make free
choices but reflect oppressive colonial attitudes
towards those who are considered to be the
“Other.” Furthermore, Western narratives of
oppression aim to suppress cultural difference
rather than bring about constructive change in
women’'s lives (Abu-Lughod 2002, 789).
Although France is part of the larger “West,” the
historical development of /aicité as well as
French ideas about sexuality, ethnicity, and
feminism have played a significant role in
shaping the intensity of the debates
surrounding the Muslim veil in a way that is
distinct from other Western countries. The
controversy over the head-covering ultimately
diverts attention away from the broader
structural inequalities and failures surrounding
immigrant inclusion within French society,
increasing feelings of marginalization within not
only veiled Muslim populations but also French
Muslim communities at large.

Muslim and Immigrant:
Discrimination and Islamophobia

The perception of immigrants in France further
complicates the ways queer Muslim Maghrebi
women experience belonging within society.
Since the arrival of immigrant laborers from
countries in North Africa to France, starting in
the mid 1940s, followed by their families
arriving through “family reunification” policies in
the 1970s (De Wenden 2003, 70), immigrants
have been socially and geographically excluded
and tend to occupy the bottom rungs of the
socio-economic ladder (Keaton 2006, 4). They
often live in disadvantaged districts and
housing projects in the suburbs of cities, known
as the banlieues, which limit opportunities for
upward mobility. As statistics from the OECD
Biennial report from 2019 demonstrate, social
mobility in France is low, and at the current
rate, “it would take an average of six
generations for children in a family in the
poorest 10% of the income distribution to reach
the average income in France” (OECD 2019).
These structured exclusions impact the way
Queer Maghrebi Women are perceived within
French society; as immigrants and the
descendants of immigrants, they are

considered to be a “social problem,” “others,”
“not French” even though they are French
citizens (Keaton 2006, 4). As inhabitants of the
banlieue, they are portrayed as victims of
poverty through the mainstream media, with
men represented as “criminals” and women as
“victims” (Keaton 2006). The label of beurette
(feminine form of beur meaning “Arab” in
verlan, French slang that originated in the
banlieues) has also taken on the meaning of
“sexually loose,” designating women who are
“not respected” (Sabrina 2019). Although the
use of verlan can be liberating in certain
contexts, negative representations of
immigrants in France have influenced the use
and meanings of terms such as beur and
specifically beurette, a word which now carries
the weight of gender and ethno-racial specific
stereotypes for European-born women of
Maghrebi origin (Hamdi 2017). Classifications
such as these can have severe impacts on the
ways Maghrebi women perceive themselves
within French society, as they may come to
measure themselves through the perceptions
of others (Keaton 2006, 5). For Muslims, this is
especially problematic in a country where they
are seen as the antithesis of French secular
identity (Keaton 2006, 4). As the historical
transformation of the perception of immigrants
shifted from travailleurs immigrés (immigrant
workers) to Arabes (Arabs) to eventually
Musulman(e)s (Muslims), keeping in mind that
not all immigrant workers in France were Arabs
and not Arabs are Muslim, these changing
perceptions of the category of Other and the
problematic representations of people from
these communities have led to real-life
consequences and experiences of
discrimination and Islamophobia.

Islamophobic discourses prompted in part
by the Syrian refugee crisis, the rise of
nationalism, and radical Islamic terrorist attacks
have created further tensions between Muslim
communities and those who perceive Muslims
in France as a threat to republican values.
Surveys conducted in 2015 demonstrate that
the beginning of the Syrian refugee crisis
correlated with the rise of Islamophobia in
Europe as a whole (Osiewicz 2017).
Furthermore, the Syrian refugee crisis is linked
with the rise of nationalism, as anti-immigration
sentiments were leveraged by centrist as well
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as right-wing populist parties who used Syrian
refugees as well as immigrants as scapegoats
for social problems (Osiewicz 2017; Keaton
2006, 193). For instance, in the 2017 French
presidential elections, far-right candidate
Marine Le Pen built her campaign around anti-
immigration rhetoric vowing to support policies
that would render France “more
French” (Nossiter 2017). Islamist attacks in
France at the Charlie Hebdo headquarters, the
Bataclan concert hall in 2015, and in Nice in
2016 and 2020, and more recently, the killing of
schoolteacher Samuel Paty in Conflans-Saint-
Honorine in 2020 have increased the
expression of apprehension towards Muslims in
France. They have also led individuals to equate
terror with Islam, even though members of
Muslim  communities have  continuously
condemned such acts and consider them to
violate the fundamental principles of their
religion (Al Jazeera 2020; DW 2020). Yet
following the event at Conflans-Saint-Honorine,
French President Emmanuel Macron delivered a
speech in which he controversially stated that
“Islam is a religion that is in crisis all over the
world today, we are not just seeing this in our
country,” sparking backlash from Muslim
activists and protesters across the Muslim
world (Al Jazeera 2020).

By framing immigrants and Islam as “a
problem” in a country that houses the largest
Muslim population in Europe, the French
government has constructed a category of
Other that has served to reinforce French
secular identity and create a common enemy.
Orientalist discourses have marginalized
immigrants and Muslim populations in France,
creating a split between the West, “us,” and the
East, “them,” a conceptualization that in Said’s
words “created and... served the two worlds
thus conceived” (Said 1979, 43-44). Edward Said
and W.E.B Du Bois's “two worlds” are made
manifest through the juxtaposition between the
wealthy cities and the disadvantaged banlieues,
and the conceptualization of the liberated
secular woman vis-a-vis the oppressed veiled
Muslim woman. The categories of “queer” and
“Muslim” are rendered mutually exclusive both
within Muslim circles and in LGBTQ and
feminist spheres. Given these multiple forces of
exclusion, how do queer Muslim women
negotiate and reconfigure their “queer” and

u

“Muslim” identities in contemporary France?
How do they bridge the gap between these two
worlds to become, in the words of Du Bois
(1904, 4) a “truer and better self?”

Queering the Qur'an

The categories of “Muslim” and “queer” can be
perceived to be incommensurable in both
Muslim and secular communities. Boellstorff
argued in his study of Muslim gay men in
Indonesia that the categories of “Muslim” and
“gay” are “ungrammatical” within  the
Indonesian public sphere (2008, 575). Because
Muslim life lays the foundations for Indonesian
cultural life, Boellstorff found that Western
understandings of desire and identity
categories such as “gay” were untranslatable
within Indonesian cultural contexts. Conversely,
being Muslim in queer communities is fraught
with difficulties as well, as there are certain
value structures that inform what it means to
be queer (Mousawwi 2018, 175). Although some
individuals do not seek to reconfigure both
identity categories, others use very specific
methods to reconcile their “Muslim” and
“queer” identities through the framework of the
religion itself.

As mentioned earlier, an overwhelming
majority of Muslims argue that Islam and
homosexuality are not compatible (Siraj 2016,
187), claiming that the justification for the
condemnation of same-sex acts or relationships
can be found in the Qur'an (Laurenson 2016).
Yet the understanding of homosexuality as a
“sin” is not based on an individual experiencing
same-sex attraction; rather, it is a judgment
imposed upon the individual for acting on the
attraction of same-sex acts or relationships,
thereby defying the heteronormative structures
established by the Qur'an. The Arabic terms for
lesbian (sahiga, sahhaga, musahiga) and
lesbianism (sahg, sihaqg, sihaqga) reflect this
distinction as they refer to action and behavior
rather than an identity category as constructed
in Western languages (Siraj, 2016, 187).

Queer readings of how the Qur'an frames
homosexual acts or relationships have
reconfigured traditional interpretations. All
major schools of Islamic jurisprudence refer to
the Story of the people of Lot to condemn
homosexuality (EI-Rouayheb 2005). However,
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this story specifically focuses on male
homosexual behavior rather than female same-
sex acts or relationships, and queer Muslims
aiming to reconcile their identities point out
that its condemnation is found within a Hadith
rather than the Qur'an. Hadiths are reports
about Prophet Mohammad and his companions
that are used to complement understandings
of, but are seen as secondary to the Quran
(Siraj 2016, 188; Cragg 2020). Anwar (2000) finds
that although there are passages in the Islamic
holy book that explicitly forbid male
homosexual behavior, there is only one excerpt
that could be understood as a direct
condemnation of female homosexuality in the
Qur'an.

Chapter 4 Sarat I-nisaa (The Women):
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And as for those who are guilty of an
indecency from among your women, call
to witnesses against them four
(witnesses) from among you; then if they
bear witness confine them to the houses
until death takes them away or Allah
opens some way for them. (Qur'an 4:15)

In this passage, Egyptian judge Mohammed
Habib Shakir (2009) translates 4&&adli ¢l
(commit [the] immorality) from Classical Arabic
to “guilty of indecency” in English. Yet various
translations have interpreted this section of the
passage differently, to mean “unlawful sexual
intercourse” (Sahih International), “illegal sexual
intercourse” (Mohsin Khan), as well as “guilty of
lewdness” (Pickthall) (“Verse 4:15 - English
Translation”). Yet what constitutes as “illegal” or
“lewd” may be contested, as Islamic law
traditionally defines zina (transgression or
illegitimate sexual intercourse) as vaginal
intercourse between a man and a woman,
leaving a grey area and scope for debate of the
degree to which same-sex acts between women
could be considered a transgression (Siraj 2016,
187). Although female same-sex acts or
relationships are also considered forbidden, on
the basis that they defy the gender norms and
notions of femininity established through the
Qur'an, the overall omission of references to
female same-sex acts or relationships in the

Qur'an allows queer Muslim women to validate
their lesbian/bisexual identities through the
authority of the text.

Furthermore, most of the punishments that
are ascribed to homosexuality are derived from
the Hadiths, which complement understandings
of the Qur'an (Siraj 2016, 188). Since the
Hadiths ultimately come second to the
authority of the Qur'an (Cragg 2020),
progressive Islamic scholars such as Habib
(2010) and Kugle (2010) have proposed
rejections of unauthenticated Hadiths that
denounce homosexuality while  bringing
attention to passages in the Qur'an that
encourage the acceptance of difference instead
(Siraj 2016, 188). Kugle (2010) offers a
reinterpretation of the “story of the Lot” as a
condemnation of violence and rape rather than
a justification for the prohibition of
homosexuality within Islamic schools of
thought.

By focusing on social justice, activism, and
acceptance of diversity, as well as the equal
worth of all individuals regardless of gender
and class, LGBTQ Muslims challenge the
heteronormative perspectives that dominate
within  their  religion. By reconfiguring
understandings of passages from the Qur’an,
reinterpreting stories (such as the story of the
Lot) that are used to condemn homosexuality,
and rejecting unauthenticated Hadiths, as well
as emphasizing passages that promote
inclusivity, they highlight the ways Islam has
been a source of Iliberation for the
marginalized, excluded, and oppressed (Siraj
2016, 189; Kugle 2010, 8).

Reconfiguration Through Secular
Conceptualizations of Freedom
and Agency

As immigrant Muslims living in France, queer
Maghrebi immigrant women reconfigure their
“queer” and “Muslim” identities through secular
epistemologies and ontologies that they
acquire through their embeddedness in the
French context. Their personal understandings
of autonomy, freedom, and agency inform the
ways they come to embody and reconfigure
notions of selfhood. | explore the ways in which
authentic interpretive authority is attributed to
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personal experience rather than institutional
authority by drawing on three discussions: (1)
anthropologist Mayanthi Fernando’s (2010)
informants’ conceptualizations of secular
notions of autonomy, self-realization, and self-
liberation vis-a-vis their religious obligation or
personal decision to wear the veil, (2) Siraj's
study (2016) of lesbian Muslim religious
identity, and (3) Yip's discussions (2005) on
religious  approaches organized around
reflexivity. When religion is understood in a
more individualistic rather than collectivist
fashion,  reconfigurations are rendered
legitimate and possible.

Fernando's (2010) exploration of how veiled
Muslim women in France negotiate freedom is
a useful framework through which to
understand how queer Maghrebi Muslim
women use secular understandings of freedom,
religion, and agency to reconfigure their
religious and gender identities. In
“Reconfiguring Freedom” (2010), the author
unpacks the processes by which veiled women
reconcile secular notions of autonomy with
Islamic understandings of piety and submission
through the act of veiling. Rather than
conceptualizing liberty in opposition to religious
authority as in the secular republican models of
autonomy, veiled women reconfigure notions
of freedom through the negotiation of self in
relation to Islamic tradition. Fernando finds that
Muslim  immigrant women merge their
understandings of self-realization and self-
liberation (rooted in the Islamic concept of fitra)
with secular understandings of personal
freedom and agency that the informants
acquired through their lifelong engagements
with secular theories of knowledge (Fernando
2010, 20). Conceptualizing self-realization as an
internal process by which one comes to re-
discover and know God, they reconfigure their
desire for autonomy with the willful submission
to God in order to achieve self-liberation
(Fernando 2010, 25). For born-again Muslims
who grow up in France, the imperative to veil
“must emerge from the internal desires of the
practitioner and cannot be imposed by an
outside authority” (Fernando 2010, 22). In other
words, the choice to wear the veil is deeply
connected to a truth perceived from within, a
truth that, according to the informants’

understandings of self-realization, is a reflection
of God's will.

By conceptualizing self-realization as the
realization of the transcendent will - the
enactment of which requires submission
to certain religious obligations - these
Muslim French women fundamentally
reimagine the relationship between
norms and the self-such as the “true
self” is cultivated and realized not
against social and religious authority but,
rather, through it. (Fernando 2010, 23-
24)

The notion of the “true self” as a manifestation
of God's intent is reflected in the underlying
assumptions that formed the basis for religious
reconfiguration for Siraj's lesbian Muslim
informants in Britain (2016). They maintained
that sexuality was an “innate quality” that God
had predisposed them with, therefore, God
would not reject them (Siraj 2016, 194-195). This
idea is what ultimately led Siraj's informants to
construct the “Muslim lesbian” identity and to
see both categories as compatible. Yet in
contrast to veiled Muslim women who
reconfigure secular understandings of freedom
with their Muslim identities by conforming to
Islamic tradition, queer Muslim women use
individualistic approaches to religion to
challenge traditional norms and to reform the
religion itself.

As Yip (2005) argues, secular individualism
has rendered religious approaches to be more
experience-based, prioritizing human
subjectivity and reflexivity over reliance on
institutionalized  religious authority  (61).
Through secular understandings of freedom
and agency, individuals have rendered their
personal experiences, interpretations, and
approaches towards religion as legitimate by
“[relocating] interpretive authority to the
‘self” (Yip 2005, 61). This “relocation” can be
seen in Fernando’s (2010) informants'claims
that wearing a veil must be a personal choice
coming from the “self,” rather than imposed by
an outside authority (22), as well by Siraj's
informants (2016) who come to construct a
“Queer Muslim” category through their
personal understandings of their relationships
with God. The declining influence of religious
institutions’ claims to moral authority,
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therefore, is deeply connected to the
emergence of LGBTQ Muslim identities in
contemporary secular societies. Individual
reconfigurations are rendered legitimate,
possible, and are ultimately cultivated through
spaces of acceptance and inclusion.

Social Media Platforms as Spaces
of Inclusion and Belonging

Pro-LGBTQ+ Muslim social media accounts and
groups on Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter
serve as useful tools for connecting immigrant
Muslim lesbians/bisexuals and other members
of the Muslim LGBTQ community to resources
that might be helpful in bridging the gap
between their faith and their sexualities. They
also provide digital spaces for individuals with
similar experiences to share and voice their
thoughts and organize events and gatherings
both offline and in the digital world, creating a
space of validation, assertion, and belonging. As
with the HM2F Group, | justify using social
media posts from Facebook, Instagram, and
Twitter in the following analysis on the basis
that the data are textual/video-graphic,
individuals are anonymized (I only include first
names and block profile photos), and the
research involves the observation of subjects in
openly public digital spaces.

One of the earliest efforts to establish a
digital community for queer Muslim women in
France was the creation of a public Facebook
group entitled “Muslim and lesbian, it's
possible, LGBT too, long live homosexual
Islam” (@Musulmaneliberee). The group was
originally established in 2013 and features
quotes that affirm compatibility between
homosexual and queer identities, opportunities
for group discussions (see Figure 5), and
photographs of Muslim women kissing (both
hijabi and non-hijabi). Although the group
brings visibility to Muslim lesbian relationships,
it does not focus on the intricacies of
reconfiguration as HM2F does in its Facebook
group. The initiative received overwhelming
negative attention between 2013-2014, as the
comment sections reflected homophobia as
well as an overall disdain for the group’s
message. Yet between December 2020 and
June 2021, the group deleted some of its older
posts from that time period, revamped its

online presence (the page now says that it was
created in 2018), and currently still brings
visibility to queer Muslim women on
Facebook. Although | conducted my digital
ethnography from  October 2020 until
December 2020, | witnessed the evolution of
this group in the process of revising this article
until June 2021. The comment sections on the
posts between 2018 until 2021 show much
more acceptance of queer Muslim posts than in
2013-2014, demonstrating how the general
public's perception of lesbian/bisexual Muslim
women might be gradually shifting.

More recently, in October 2020, the
Facebook/Instagram initiative PAINT (not an
acronym) published one of its first interviews of
a Queer Muslim woman. PAINT aims to bring
visibility to French LGBTQ+ individuals of
diverse backgrounds and life experiences. In
the video, Sarah, a queer Muslim woman of
Algerian descent proudly asserts “I am queer
and Muslim,” (See Figure 6) and “you can be
both,” (See Figure 7). She recounts her difficult
experiences coming out to her family and
declares that being Muslim and lesbian is
“totally compatible,” because it does not affect
her  relationship to God  (Instagram:

Musulmane et lesbienne c'est possible, LGBT aussi |
U vive l'islam homosexuel
November 2 at 4:21 AM - Q

Mes chéries rejoignez nous sur notre groupe de discussion.

https://www.facebook.com/groups/22621749007052489

£GY Possible Ul

five ! ISLAM HOMOSEXUEL .

PUBLIC GROUP « 547 MEMBERS

Musulmane et lesbienne c'est possible ! vive l'islam
homosexuel !

1Y Like () comment A Share -

Figure 5: Facebook group Musulmane et lesbienne c'est
possible ! vive l'islam homosexuel | (@Musulmaneliberee)
The writing on the photo reads: “It's possible!!! Long live
homosexual Islam! Kisses, my babies... Anissa” The caption
above the link reads: “Darlings, join us on our group dis-
cussions.”
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Je suis queer et musulmane. |

Figure 6: Instagram (@paint.officiel). The caption reads: “|
am queer and Muslim”

@paint.officiel). By publicly asserting her
religious and queer identities, Sarah makes the
identity that she embodies visible.

Twitter is employed by some queer Muslim
Maghrebi individuals as a medium for identity
assertion and activism. They utilize the platform
as a space to denounce homophobia and
Islamophobia, to share their experiences and
thoughts, and to confront those who might
challenge them. For instance, a queer Muslim
young woman of North African origin tweets:
“Today, | still don't know who | am exactly. | will
probably never know. Today, | am surrounded
more and more by people who look like me.
Bis, lesbians, transgender people, queer
Muslims. And it feels good” (see Figure 8). She is
also especially vocal about her experiences as a
queer  Maghrebi  Muslim  woman and
conceptualizes her identity as a struggle against
prejudice. She tweets: “..I fight every day

4

Tu peux étre les deux

Figure 7: Instagram (@paint.officiel). The caption reads:

“You can be both”

against racism that | experience as a Maghrebi
woman, against the homophobia that |
experience as a queer woman, against the
islamophobia that | experience as a Muslim
woman...” (see Figure 9).

The tweet was originally a reply to a
comment made by anther Twitter user who
asked her what she “does” (in terms of activist
work). By bringing attention to her situatedness
in the nexus between the three identities —
immigrant, queer, Muslim — and highlighting
the multiple forces of exclusion that she
experiences as she embodies the three, she
positions her identity against these forces,
ultimately rendering the assertion of her
identity as an activist stance in and of itself.

Non-Reconciliation

In October 2020, Amina Daas, a Maghrebi queer
Muslim woman, published a novel that
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Marouf N

e |
Replying to @I
Aujourd'hui, je ne sais toujours pas qui je suis
exactement. Je le saurais srement jamais. Aujourd'hui, je
suis de plus en plus entouré par des gens qui me
ressemble. Des bi, des lesbiennes, des personnes

transgenre, des queer musulmans. Et ¢a fait du bien.

Figure 8: Anonymized Twitter post.

garnered some attention in the French media.
The text, La Petite Derniére (2020), recounts the
author’s experiences living as an immigrant,
lesbian, and Muslim woman in Clichy-sous-Bois,
a banlieue near Paris, bringing up discussions
surrounding queer and Muslim identities to the
attention of the public. She also garnered some
visibility =~ because she openly considers
homosexuality to be a “sin” as a Muslim while
still identifying as a lesbian, a contradiction that
was rendered unintelligible in public discourses
(Mahrane 2020). Daas claims that she embodies
both identities without reconciling them, and
she does not seek to reform Islam.

Some queer Muslim women like Daas retain
both Muslim and queer identities while
sustaining the presumption of mutual
exclusivity between the two. As Amari's
research on Maghrebi lesbian women in France
(2012; 2018) demonstrates, the identity
negotiation process varies from person to
person as some women conceptualize their
identities from a framework of division rather
than unification. This division is highlighted in
the ways individuals reveal certain parts of their
identity to some and not to others through
processes of compartmentalization (Amari
2012). Siraj's study of Muslim lesbians in Britain
(2011) demonstrates how some women choose
between their Muslim or queer identities,
neither reconfiguring nor embodying both
“opposing” identities at the same time. In
France, a country where religious affiliation in
the public space is often viewed with suspicion
due to its associations with “obscuritanism” and
the complex history of separation of church and
state, choosing between the religious and queer
identities might make sense for individuals who
come from religious backgrounds. France’s
specific historical relationship to religion and

the underlying cultural importance of /aicité
may ultimately play important roles in the
choices queer Muslim women make regarding
their identities: from abandoning religion and
embodying a secular “queer” identity, to
embodying both identities separately, to forging
an understanding of Islam that encompasses
some of these culture-specific values while also
challenging the exclusions of secularism. These
processes of negotiation emphasize the
complexity in how queer Muslim immigrant
women shape their identities and how they
come to interact with structures that
undermine their understandings of selfhood.

Marouf N - I - 22

ptdr je me bats tous les jours contre le racisme que je subis en tant que
femme maghrébine, contre I'homophobie que je subis en tant que femme
queer, contre |'islamophobie que je subis en tant que femme
musulmane, contre les personnes aussi conne que toi sale bouffonne

Nieru I
Replying to @ I - o I

Et vous, vous faites quoi

Q 1 03 Q9 &

Figure 9: Anonymized Twitter post.

Conclusion

“In those sombre forests of his striving his own
soul rose before him, and he saw himself, —
darkly as through a veil; and yet he saw in
himself some faint revelation of his power, of
his mission. He began to have a dim feeling
that, to attain his place in the world, he must be
himself, and not another.” W.E.B. Du Bois 1904, 8)

The year 2020 was a turning point for
discussions  surrounding queer  Muslim
Maghrebi identities in France as more women
came forward to talk publicly about their
experiences. Although they have been
problematized and excluded on multiple fronts
within dominant religious, political, and feminist
discourses, many queer Muslim immigrants
take it upon themselves to embody an identity
or identities that reflect their understandings of
self in relation to their situatedness within
current historical, political, and religious
contexts. Muslim lesbian and bisexual Maghrebi
women reconcile seemingly juxtapositioned
categories of “Muslim” and “queer” through
methods such as queering the Qur'an and by
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utilizing secular understandings of freedom and
agency to locate religious authority in the “self”
rather than in religious authorities. For some,
claiming all three categories is a political stance,
a form of activism that opposes and challenges
the dominant narratives that render them
incompatible. Others do not reconfigure their
identities and retain their “queer” and “Muslim”
identities separately or choose to embody one
or the other. Social media has served as an
invaluable medium for individuals with similar
conceptions of selfhood to connect, as well as
to gain access to resources that help in the
reconfiguration process. The findings and
discussions of this research aim to make visible
a group that has been largely overlooked within
academic disciplines and rendered invisible to
the public eye. In a globalized world where
intersectional identities  are becoming
increasingly relevant, a critical analysis of how
these identities operate remains essential for
understanding how  apparent  cultural
incommensurabilities are negotiated and then
made commensurable through the framework
of the “self.” Ultimately, by bridging the gap
between “queer” and “Muslim” identities and
connecting with others who share similar
understandings of self, queer Muslim Maghrebi
women find ways to negotiate and
conceptualize their notions of “selfhood” in
ways that challenge traditional notions of what
it means to be queer, Muslim, and an
immigrant in contemporary France.
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