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Intersecting   &
Straddling the 

divide between 
two marginalized 

identities, 
queer Muslims 
struggle to find 
community and 

acceptance in 
mainstream 

spaces

June 11, 2016: A man had shot several 
people at a gay nightclub in Orlando. As 
people reeled again at the thought of another 
mass shooting, many Muslims turned to the 
first thought we have far too often: please tell 
me he doesn’t have a Muslim name. He did. 

And as the “experts” appeared once more 
on nightly television, a key voice was once 
more silenced: queer Muslims, straddling 
identities often perceived as at odds with each 
other. Anti-Muslim racist discourse often 
relies on labelling Islam as anti-women and 
anti-gender- or sexual-minorities in an effort 
to pit these communities against each other. 

Disregarded is the fact that those who 
paint these broad generalizations of Muslims 
are the same ones who limit Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) rights in 
the United States. From the margins of history,  
developing religious interpretations and the 
experiences of LGBT Muslims, a different 
narrative emerges. 

Although some think that discourse around 
homosexuality in Islam is a modern concept, 
it has an extensive place within Islamic history  
—the subject of much literature and artistic 
expression. Homosexuality was largely not 
criminalized in Muslim societies until the 
adaptation of European colonial laws which 
established harsh punishments for same-sex 
acts.

But amidst the vitriol of today’s 
Islamophobia, many American Muslims find 
it difficult to engage critically with these issues 
in their communities. Paired with assumptions 
about the rigid nature of the religion, this has 
facilitated the erasure of queer Muslims and 
raised obstacles for them to come out.

“Muslims need to do a lot of work to 
make sure LGBT Muslims are involved,” 
says Urooj Arshad, the associate director of 
International Youth Health and Rights at 
Advocates for Youth.

Even on college campuses, where there 
has been increasing solidarity work between 
Muslims and LGBT communities, they often 
demarcate between Muslim and LGBT as two 
distinct communities, not leaving room for 
overlap. 

“What can happen in solidarity work, 
sometimes they can forget LGBT Muslims,” 
says Arshad, who herself became aware of 

her intersecting identities when coming out. 
Caught between white queer spaces and 
“mainstream” Islamic spaces, she didn’t feel 
comfortable in either. “It’s important that 
(LGBT Muslims) are at the center of these 
conversations. We already have relationships 
between Muslims and queer people, but 
often the work erases our experiences by not 
including us.”

Hanan Malas, a Chicago local who 
identifies as bisexual, says she has struggled 
with the mainstream community in its efforts 
to express support for the LGBT community 
while not wanting to acknowledge the overlap. 
Especially following the Orlando shootings, 
she said, many queer Muslims wanted the 
larger community to understand they were 
doing more harm than good and pushing their 
own away from the faith.

“There are various types of Muslims in 
the world, different sects, different races, all 
living different lives,” she says. “You don’t get 
to pick and choose who’s a Muslim and who’s 
not. This superior than thou thinking divides 
us as an Ummah and has been one of the many 
root causes of toxicity in our community.”

This discomfort with the mainstream has 
been a common problem for many in the LGBT 
community. In 2011, Arshad was accepted to 
the 4th cohort of the American Muslim Civic 
Leadership Institute Fellowship, becoming the 
first openly queer Muslim to attend.

“It was important for me to be there 
because even people who disagree still had to 
see me as a person.”

But she didn’t always feel so comfortable 
engaging in this way. “Ten years ago I had no 
desire to interact with the mainstream Muslim 
community,” she says. “I’m not getting any 
support, it’s mostly talking to them about 
educating and informing people. This is the 
community that needs to acknowledge how 
traumatized LGBT Muslims are.”

“There is private support, but it’s often not 
very visible.” Arshad says that has changed 
post-Orlando, and these conversations are 
starting to happen more often. “The religious 
community is the hardest to engage, but I have 
had non-LGBT Muslims reach out asking 
how they can help. Those conversations need 
to keep happening.”

While she’s seeing that involvement 

increasing at the national scale, there is a 
need for opening up local spaces as well, 
especially what Arshad calls “third spaces,” 
like halaqas and campus Muslim Students 
Associations. But in addition, she stresses 
community spaces for LGBT Muslims like 
retreats where they can explore their own 
diversity.

“You see that there are other people here 
like you. You feel like you’re not a freak, you 
have something in common with them.”

One of Arshad’s latest projects has 
been the establishment of a Muslim Youth 
Leadership Council that looks into issues 
for LGBT and immigrant youth and holds 
media, policy and organizing trainings 
around the intersections of these areas. Their 
inaugural group will be formed this year.

Beyond community, however, she says 
creating religious spaces where LGBT 
Muslims can feel comfortable is important.

“A lot of people talk about mosques, but 
that’s the hardest to change,” Arshad says. 
“The mosque is the last frontier.”

But Masjid al-Rabia is one attempt at 
such a place of worship. Having opened in 
December of 2016, the masjid’s organizers 
have worked to create an inclusive 
community despite lacking a permanent 
space and often “roving” between various 
hosts in the metropolitan Chicagoland area.

“There are so many people pushed to 
the margins of our Muslim communities:‒
LGBTQ people literally being pushed out, 
women being treated as second class citizens, 
Muslims belonging to minority sects being 
treated like apostates, colorism and anti-
blackness permeating so many spaces,” says 
Mahdia Lynn, one of the founders of the 
mosque.

“It felt critical that we had a spiritual 
space for spiritual healing and an opportunity 
for marginalized Muslims to have access to 
their faith in a space that was affirming and 
healing. It became clear that we’d never 
have a space like that if we didn’t make it 
ourselves.”

On Fridays, anywhere between five and 
20 worshippers will attend Masjid al-Rabia’s 
jummah services. Often times, traditional 
khutbahs will be replaced with group 
discussions on spiritual topics. The masjid 
is a mixed space, and prayer is not split by 
gender.

“We are very intentionally a radically 
equal and non-hierarchical space,” Lynn 
says. 

The mixed prayer accommodates for 
those with gender-nonconforming identities, 
who may feel forced into a gendered section 
that they don’t fully identity with. “Our 
commitment to learn from one another, and 

our commitment to equality and justice for 
all Muslims, I think is what sets us apart,” 
Lynn explains. 

Despite the prevailing practice of gender 
segregation in mosques today, based largely 
on the hadith Sahih Muslim 440 stating: 
“The best rows for men are the first rows as 
opposed to the last ones, and the best rows 
for women are the last ones as opposed to 
the first ones,” feminist Muslim scholars 
have sparked debate over the absolute nature 
of the practice. 

They cite the historical record of at least 
one woman companion of the Prophet (S) 
leading prayer for both men and women, and 
the permissibility of such in two of the major 
schools of Islamic thought throughout the 
first four centuries of the Islamic calendar. 
Men and women also worship side by side 
during the holy pilgrimage of Hajj. 

The challenge of creating more inclusive 
spaces for queer Muslims is a global one. 
In South Africa, the Inner Circle is another 
such mixed-space, providing support 
services for LGBT Muslims and a place of 
worship. Founded in Cape Town by Muhsin 
Hendricks, an openly gay imam, in 1996, it 
was originally titled Al Fitrah Foundation. 

“Al Fitrah means nature, the natural 
way Allah created you,” he says. “That’s the 
message I wanted to impart. That it’s not a 
choice.”

Hendricks says he feels blessed to have 
grown up with both his homosexual identity 
and a grounding in Islamic teachings. His 
grandfather was an imam and his mother a 
teacher in the local mosque where he spent 
much of his childhood. 

“At some point those two were going to 
come together for me, and that would be the 
calling for my activism,” he says.

But that was not without challenge. 
Hendricks married in his early twenties 
thinking it would “fix” him, but as time 
went by it became evident that that wasn’t 
the case. After coming out, he lost several 
teaching positions in mosques. Although he 
was saddened, he was confident about his 
choice. “I felt like it was either, keep living a 
double life or be authentic.” 

Hendricks focuses on how to live 
authentically and summon the courage to 
live that way.

“If an identity is a divine intention, then 
you have to accept it,” he says. “My work 
is about helping people to marry those two 
identities, and to live consciously. They feel 
closer to Allah, they feel more connected 
to their spirituality, and they feel that their 
life is more authentic. That’s my job as an 
imam.”

At the Inner Circle, the mosque space is 
gender integrated and women often deliver 
khutbahs or lead prayer. For Hendricks, this 
is both about equity as well as inclusivity for 
all gender identities.

“People know this is how it’s supposed 
to be, but the orthodox teachings over the 
years stand in the way of accepting it.” 
Hendricks responds to those who advocate 
gender segregation or argue, “If she bends 
down, it’ll distract the men,” saying: 
“Shouldn’t your attention be somewhere else 
in your prayers? And why do you assume 
that when a woman stands behind a man, 
that’s not sensual for her as well? Is it all just 
about the man’s sexuality?”

He also explores the Islamic foundational 
theorizing on what is understood as 
homosexuality today. A large part of 
religious scholarship around homosexuality 
rests on the story of the people of Lut and

Masjid 
al-Rabia 
maintains a 
collection of 
books, open 
for anyone 
to borrow. // 
Photo courtesy 
of Masjid al-
Rabia

By Naib Mian

O v e r l o o k e d



Al Bayan  | 26 |  Spring

and their destruction. The cause for their 
destruction, however, has been interpreted 
differently by different scholars; some of 
whom use it to condemn homosexuality 
while others highlight the same-sex rape 
described in the Quranic story that must 
be understood as distinct from consensual 
same-sex relationships.

“There’s enough information to prove 
that the whole story of Lut has nothing 
to do with sexual orientation and gender 
identity, but something else completely—
where the rape of men or the use of sex for 
power was something completely different 
from homosexuality in the way that we 
understand it today,” he says.

The Inner Circle serves as a safe space 
for these kinds of conversations to take place 
without judgment. 

Often times, that has meant ensuring 
personal safety as well. Hendricks says he 
has seen a lot of emotional abuse. Queer 
Muslims have been disinherited, outed, 
forced into marriage or thrown out by their 
families. The center has seen five cases of 
suicide in the community and high rates of 
drug abuse. For these vulnerable individuals, 
the Inner Circle runs a support services fund.

But at a broader level, both Hendricks 
and Arshad say the loneliness that comes 
with the identity is a major problem for 
young queer Muslims. Chicago-based Hanan 
Malas struggled with her identity from a 
young age in school, where she was exposed 
to the idea that being gay was considered 
sinful, or at best, that “it is not wrong to 
love, but acting upon it is.” 

As she came out to some of her close 
friends, she discovered that some others had 
experienced the same thing. 

She’s received a variety of responses. 

People she had never met reached out 
and told her they admired her strength 
and bravery. But on the other hand she’s 
faced shunning as well from some in her 
community.

Her family has been accepting for the 
most part, but she says it can still be very 
isolating.

“The struggle in your faith can be hard; 
the people who are supposed to be your 
support are attacking you from all sides, 
and most of the time we find solace and 
acceptance outside of the Ummah. Worst of 
all we have a hard time accepting and loving 
ourselves as Allah made us.”

Queer Muslims face a diversity of 
reactions from their families, but Arshad 
recognizes that because of cultural norms in 
many Muslim communities, it can be very 
challenging for family members of queer 
Muslims.

“If my mom talks about my queerness, 
it’s other people thinking she’s failed, so I 
leave it up to her,” she says. “It’s not easy for 
her to find those communities; we just don’t 
discuss sexuality. She’s much more isolated 
than I am, and I have an appreciation for 
that.”

Hendricks says he’s seen shifts in the 
discourse around LGBT communities, even 
amongst some of the most hardline. 

In 2007, he was featured in the 
documentary A Jihad for Love, which 
explored homosexuality in Islam. Before 
2007, Hendricks says imams didn’t work 
with the Inner Circle. In 2003, there were 
30 attendees at their annual international 
retreat. The 2015 retreat attracted 150, 
including 20 religious leaders. Their personal 
empowerment programs, community iftars 
and prayer services have expanded as well, 

from exclusively queer people to about half 
and half, he says. 

Although there’s been a common belief 
that Hendricks is promoting homosexuality, 
he says those who engage with the Inner 
Circle are realizing that a small percentage 
has to do with sexuality, and a large part of 
it has to do with life more broadly. 

“It’s not possible to promote 
homosexuality, it’s already there,” he says. 
“But what do people do with this very strong 
identity and a very strong Islamic identity? 
Someone has to help them through.” He says 
for some the answer is they should be killed, 
or they should be fasting, or they should be 
married, and it will fix them. “I’m evidence 
that that doesn’t work.”

Hendricks instead emphasizes that being 
true to all of the aspects of one’s identity is 
the ultimate way of expressing one’s Islamic 
identity.

“It’s important that we see our Islamic 
identity as our primary identity, our values 
as a Muslim: authenticity, peace, wanting to 
be pure in your body, mind and soul.” he 
says. “Your sexual orientation and gender 
identity are only part of who you are. It’s 
part of your fitrah, it’s part of your nature, 
and you have to accept it in order to live as a 
complete Muslim.”

Under this view, Hendricks finds room 
to focus on his congregants’ intersecting 
identities. In working with several Muslim 
feminists, the Inner Circle goes beyond simply 
addressing LGBT issues to confronting 
questions around inheritance, bodily and 
sexual rights, and women’s leadership, 
working to incorporate all marginalized 
groups.

Hendricks and other queer Muslims like 
him have found themselves in a unique place, 
given their LGBT and Muslim identities. 
Despite the challenges they face from both 
inside and outside their communities, they 
contribute to and expand the way Islam is 
practiced and understood.

“The Prophet said, ‘Islam started as a 
strange thing, and it will return as a strange 
thing,’” Hendricks says. “So I feel like the 
people who are considered strange and 
on the peripheries of Islam—gay people, 
transgender, women—new ways of seeing 
Islam are emerging from them.”
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