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“Whoever performs Hajj and does not have sexual relations with his wife nor commits sin, nor disputes unjustly, then he returns from Hajj as pure and free from sins as on the day on which his mother gave birth to him.”

—A hadith attributed to Prophet Muhammad and compiled in Sahih Bukhari, arguably the most influential book in the Sunni canon
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PROLOGUE

“What’s his name?” I asked my more-awake husband on a Sunday morning as he told me about the carnage in Orlando, Florida. It was a little less than five months, almost to the day, before America would elect Donald J. Trump to the presidency of the United States.

America’s largest mass shooting—and it was a deranged lone-ranger, again. The target? A gay nightclub, Pulse, in Orlando. Odds were it was yet another psychopathic white male with the typical easy access to guns Americans unfortunately enjoy. But my instincts were different this time.

“It’s going to be a Muslim,” I said. It was similar to the certainty I had been expressing for months with friends and Keith, angered by my belief that a Trump presidency was inevitable and imminent.

“Why on earth would you say that?” said Keith. “The majority of these shootings are carried out by unhinged white guys.” I just repeated my sad premonition as we swiped through various websites on our phones. Hashtags like #Orlando, #OrlandoStrong, and others were spreading faster than the Zika virus, and Facebook “stati” were rapidly changing. The tweetology of Orlando was building up fast.

“I am doing it for ISIS,” or a similar statement, is what this mass murderer allegedly claimed in a call to a stricken night-shift producer at the local News 13 of Orlando. The CIA would later debunk the theory of any connection between the shooter and the Islamic State. It was said the gunman even managed to call 911 in the middle of his massacre. He lay dead at 5:53 a.m. according to this tweet from Orlando police: “Pulse Shooting: The shooter inside the club is dead.”

Hours later, I was proved right. It was a Muslim name, Omar Mateen, a probable self-hating gay Muslim who some claimed had a profile on Grindr, a gay-hookup app. Heavily armed, he had walked into Pulse at 2:02 a.m. After three hours of absolute annihilation, forty-nine lay dead. And fifty-three were seriously wounded. I remember thinking to myself that we Muslims in the West bore some responsibility. Our time for victimhood, as far as I was concerned, was over. More Islamophobia post-Orlando? And why not? Butchery in the name of Islam has been carried out almost every single day in the years following 9/11. History will forever mark our times as a period of a violent Islam.

My pledge of allegiance was just a year old and America’s rightward spiral was well underway. This fascist American summer was a mere foretaste. Trump had built a coalition for whom a “Muslim registry” was just one of many hateful battle cries.

“There will be scores of new Mateens,” I said to the printed press that called, saying no to cable producers. I just didn’t know how to make a case in pithy soundbites.

Using an ugly-face Kimoji, oversize blue teardrop falling from exaggerated false eyelashes, I texted Adham, my friend in Saudi Arabia: “Trump will win. And now it will be years of Muslim psychos saying they killed for ISIS.” Sitting in his Jeddah home, he too replied with a sad-face Kimoji.

To my husband that morning, I said, “Muslim check. Daesh check. This is a war that will never end. They can all invoke the Quran for violent jihad and they do and they always will.”

“But don’t you espouse reading the Quran in context? Isn’t that hypocritical?” Keith asked. He had lived through years of my making a very public case against Islamophobia, using the Quran as my primary tool. I had always been a Quran defender. Had I changed so much?

“Not even nearly,” I replied, “The Quran is an almost schizophrenic text.”

“What on earth is that supposed to mean?” he asked.

I told him about how the book that took twenty-three years to reveal was not revealed sequentially and to some could even seem discombobulated. I told him how its Surahs (chapters) were seen as either Meccan (revealed in Mecca) or Medinan (revealed in Medina). The latter, some said, were more “violent” because the Medinan Muhammad had tasted war. Pre-migration, the Meccan Muhammad had been a haunted and broken man. A pacifist, and thus the nature of those revelations.

“It’s almost as if there are two different Qurans all mixed up,” I said. “And I would even dare to add that it’s almost as if there are two different Muhammads in the Quran and the later canons of Islam.”

“Stop saying that in public. I think that’s dangerous,” he said, hugging me tightly.

Was there safety in my little island of Manhattan? “It sits off America’s coast and should be an independent nation,” I used to joke. In this changed America, would I dare to publicly wear that T-shirt I had once bought in a Southall shop in London? The T-shirt was Saudi-flag green and in bold letters proclaimed: “Don’t Panic. I’m Islamic.” I treasure it to this day.

Trump’s spooky campaign was racist and misogynist. It made PC obsolete. Millions of American tongues were suddenly untied. America’s dark side was becoming its visible one. On this June 12, 2016, massacre, Trump tweeted twice. One tweet went, “Appreciate the congrats for being right on radical Islamic terrorism, I don’t want congrats, I want toughness & vigilance. We must be smart!” Neither tweet had any state of grace or condolence. We were going to “elect” a cold-blooded monster. His voters preferred brown, dead gays anyway.

The nihilistic ISIS allegedly celebrated his ascent. Almost five months later as Trump won the US presidency, USA Today quoted an entity called “the al-Minbar Jihadi Media network,” affiliated with the “Islamic State,” saying, “(We) rejoice with support from Allah, and find glad tidings in the imminent demise of America at the hands of Trump.” For other Islamic anarchists, Orlando, Brexit, and finally the US election were all “proof” of the “demise of the West” that would bring “civil war” and “destruction.” As I continued to troll the dark web, I found others claiming affiliation to ISIS, saying this would all fuel “recruitment.” Islamophobia is a real thing, and I continue to live it. But the more “moderate Muslims” invoke it, the greater the power ISIS gets to recruit against what it sees as the Christian West, the enemy of Islam, against whom violent jihad is a religious duty. Trump, for ISIS, is a blessing like none other.

I wondered if Trump knew that his idea of a violent, misogynist, and offensive Islam was eerily similar to how ISIS or Saudi Arabia’s ruling Wahhabi ideologists interpreted and presented the faith. This felt like the beginning of the Talibanization of America. Like the Taliban, Trump and his followers would turn the clock back.

If there had never been an Obama, there would not be a Trump. The profound hatred of the former by the racist supporters of the latter was finally naked. This all-white bigotry actually started in 2008. The line that runs from Sarah Palin through the birthers and the Tea Party to end up with the Trumpsters is a straight one. Mostly everyone ignored the fact that a significant percentage of White America never accepted a Black man as their president. They never accepted a Black family living in what had always been a very White House, which Michelle Obama eloquently reminded us was “built by slaves.” For some it was as if the Obama years didn’t even happen. Did that percentage vote for Trump? Absolutely. But even they probably could not have foreseen a near future where strange phrases like “the alt-right,” “fake news,” and “alternative facts” would enter common vocabulary.

Barack Obama was not allowed to create a post-racial America. The “Black Lives Matter” campaign was only one example. Trump made racism and all flavors of intolerance acceptable again. The white majority in this country knew that by 2020 the majority of children under five would be from a racial minority. And in mere decades America would be a majority-minority country. For now, the fearful and intolerant parts of Trump’s white-male majority clung to power as ferociously as they could.

As Trump headed to victory, an almost forgotten affliction called the “alt-right” grew insidiously stronger. This white-supremacist fringe movement that preferred Nazi salutes, shouted Hail Trump! at his rallies, and flashed other Third Reich–style accouterments was part of Trump’s winning coalition. Even the traditional Republican right had never seen anything like it. Initially on the shoulders of his right-hand man and alt-right hero Stephen Bannon, Islamophobia, anti-Semitism, and hate in general would all become unlikely brothers in Trump’s Nixonian Oval Office. This was the (viciously) Separated States of America. Europe was keeling rightward and there was no reason for America not to do the same. Like millions I felt it strongly. This crowd was entering the White House to alter history and maraud our future. At the same time I reminded myself that Islamic supremacy was but a mirror of white supremacy. A few months post-Mateen and during the Trump transition, a friend who is on the senior staff of a prominent senator reminded me, “Be careful. What you say. What you write. You are Muslim. The registry will probably never happen. But it’s a time for vigilance, Parvez. We feared it and now it’s here.”

At public events, I said that I, too, was a “radical” Muslim but of a very different kind.

Radicalization had been the word of the moment for a while. Orlando had attacked my core. I was a devout Muslim. And I was gay. I ended up writing an op-ed for the American news site called The Daily Beast, which it unfortunately titled, “Gay Muslim: Islam Is No Religion of Peace.” Thankfully there was a sub-headline, “Like the two other monotheisms that precede it, Islam has blood on its hands.”

A burden had been lifted. The apologetic “Islam is a religion of peace” was forever wiped from my vocabulary. After years of getting my hands dirty throughout the Muslim world, filming guerrilla-style in dictatorial regimes with no government permission, after literally risking my life to complete and film the harsh and ultimate Muslim journey, the Hajj, I finally had earned the confidence to say this. I had battled for the truth of my words. For Islam, I had literally put my life at risk more times than I could count.

“Read it. Loved it, man! For the first time imo you are speaking the complete truth. I told you all your Islam stuff is bull-shit!” reliably texted my Jeddah BFF Adham.

I texted him that a reread would tell him that I was not damning Islam. I was just asking for necessary self-contemplation amongst all Muslims—a generalization, but not one without precedent within the faith. Are all Muslims “terrorists”? No. But are all terrorists Muslim? The majority seem to be.

In Trump’s America I would be one of many with a target on our backs. We would come to realize again that there is no real understanding of American political culture without race at the center of it. Was it as simple as Muslim being the new Black? For those like me, the facts don’t help: Islam is seemingly at war with a large chunk of humanity. It is also at war with itself. And I have always fought hard not to be a casualty.


CHAPTER 1
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LI BEIRUT

You have no idea how many rich Saudi fuckers come here,” Babak said. “We Beirutis fuck well. The Saudis? They walk around like they are so butch, but once naked they are all bottoms.” I laughed.

Babak was the twenty-something founder of Arabian Bears, who organized “Bear” tours of Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan for Western gay men keen to sample the delights of the region. Bears, for those not initiated into the ghettoization of Western homosexuality, are the gay men who do not conform to “body fascist” stereotypes and flaunt the hair on their bodies and the ample meat on their bones. Or, as a friend said, “They are just gay men who have given up.”

It was Ramadan 2010, almost the end of Islamic year 1431. The year 1432 would be momentous, but I didn’t know it then. I was in Beirut to talk to the Lebanese about God and sex. My film, A Jihad for Love, was two years into its run. Our calculations, based on theatrical release in the US and Canada, a huge number of film festivals, good television ratings in countries like India, and thousands of DVD sales, added up to the film’s reaching hundreds of thousands of people. I was traveling fast and furiously through twenty countries. Was this my fifteen minutes? The flood of journalists seeking interviews never seemed to cease. The highs had been many. And the fatwas came fast, as did the online hate. Our publicist had taught me well in the school of “there is no such thing as bad publicity.”

Beirut was a city finding its feet after years of civil war. A month earlier an Egyptian feminist organization had organized a screening of the film in my beloved Cairo, but I had been unable to attend. So this was the first time I had shown up with my producer in an Arab capital. It was a big deal for me, like a major milestone had been crossed. Getting to Beirut as a servant-class Indian was quite the story.

It had taken months for the Middle East offices of a German nonprofit foundation affiliated with the German Green Party to get me a visa. A proud, green card–carrying nonresident alien in the US, I still held an Indian passport. The women at the foundation were even asked by the Lebanese authorities to sign a guarantee that I would not marry a Lebanese woman in an effort to become a citizen. It was typical Lebanese racism toward people from my part of the world, who form a substantial chunk of the indentured-labor class for wealthy Beirutis. But they finally did stamp my passport. Getting to any other Arab country had never been a problem. I had innumerable Egyptian visas. But Egypt was a poor country that did not import its toilet cleaners from the Indian subcontinent. They were abundant in its own majority, living in wretched poverty. Egypt was the poorest of all Arab countries, but it had remained the cultural heart of the Arab world for centuries. Here in tiny Lebanon, there had always been a wealthy upper class composed of Christians and Muslims alike. The former, with many sub-sects, were almost the majority. The latter were equally sectarian, split between different schools of Sunni and Shia Islam.

Religion was always a complicated issue here. A perilous democratic structure had been formed after two decades of civil war. It was designed to placate all groups. Constitutionally, the president had to be a Christian and the prime minister had to be Sunni Muslim. The speaker of Parliament was always Shia. And then there was Hizbullah (“The Party of God or Allah”) that wove into the power structure in complicated ways. For many of the Shia Lebanese, Hassan Nasrallah was a revered sheikh and freedom fighter. For the West, Nasrallah was a terrorist. I understood both sides of the argument, which put me in a tight spot with my Western colleagues.

In Beirut, I was joined by my Jewish producer, David. Like me, he encountered Lebanese border officials surprisingly examining passports at the boarding gate of the Beirut-bound flight while we were still in Frankfurt. Like mine, his passport needed to prove he’d never been to Israel. He’d been to Israel more times than anyone I knew. In any case, to me it was clear: I was entering a police state. I am sure the Iranian visa on my Indian passport did not go unnoticed and was probably a positive. Fortunately, David had always been smart enough to get his numerous Israeli entry and exit visas on separate pieces of paper—a luxury the equally paranoid Israelis offered at their equally aggressively policed borders. I would not know either way because Israel was never on my map of countries to visit. At the time, I was a proud supporter of the BDS (Boycott, Divest, Sanctions) movement against Israel—a panoply of boycotts that were intended to combat what many of my Facebook friends called “Israeli apartheid.” David was excited to be in Beirut. I told him he was a masochist but respected his curiosity.

Within my first twenty hours in the country, I had walked past Beiruti graffiti featuring a Star of David with blood oozing from it. Equally without nuance was the hurriedly scrawled “Fuck the Jews” on a nearby wall. I prayed David missed it. Both of us were gay and proud of our Jewish-Muslim partnership.

We’d split up to do different things, as usual. David and I mostly met at screenings and our joint interviews. I had a Grindr date that night. Grindr, the gay hookup app, was blazing a trail on smartphones worldwide. Everyone seemed to know about it, and for the ultra-fashionable gay Beiruti men it was a must-have. The other popular hookup site, called Manjam, had not yet developed an app like Grindr that told you, right down to the number of feet, where a potential hookup waited. Its heterosexual equivalent, Tinder, was a while away.

Standing in the small lobby of our hotel, the Mayflower, I wondered if David had noticed the map on display. We didn’t have an opportunity to discuss it. Perhaps neither of us wanted to. There it was: what I had often seen on many maps of the world in Islamic textbooks when growing up. Lebanon’s neighboring country on this map was labeled Palestine and most of its newer Jewish cities, such as Tel Aviv, had been obliterated. Jerusalem was in bold with its Arabic name, Al Quds. There was Lebanon, there was Syria, even Jordan and Egypt, but the entire nation of Israel had been wiped off the face of this version of earth.

My Grindr hookup was getting closer. At 600 feet I told him I was coming down to receive him. Only hotel guests with room keys could ride the elevator.

He was a beautiful and muscular manimal with a perfectly groomed black beard and mustache. The sex was unbelievably good, and predictably he was a bottom, as all Arab men I had ever bedded were. We discussed Beirut, smoking our post-coital cigarettes. He said he would be happy to take me for a walk on the fabled Beirut corniche. I remembered it from a ’60s Bollywood thriller called Ankhen (“Eyes”), which was set entirely in Beirut—a city that at the time was cinematically living up to its reputation as the “Paris of the East.” The film had built a world of intrigue and glamor. I asked him if he had ever been to Dahieh.

I had spent time studying the geography of the ancient capital of this sliver of a country. Achrafieh, Hamra, and Dahieh were neighborhoods of this divided city, where the fault-lines of religious conflict ran deep. The first was a majority Christian district, the second a mix of all religions, and the last was Hizbullah-land. There was even a Beiruti West Village in Achrafieh’s Sassine Square. That’s where the artsy crowd hung about.

Four and a half million people of eighteen different sects sharing about 6,000 square miles would be a recipe for trouble anywhere. Did fifteen years of civil war change that?

“Can you take me there?” I asked.

He took several moments before replying, “Why? Are you curious about Hizbullah? Are you a journalist? Or some kind of spy?”

I assured him I was not and told him about the screenings of my film. I told him I hoped he could come.

“I am married with two children. I can’t go to a film like this in public,” he said. And then he dropped the bombshell: “I should tell you, because you seem like an honest guy. I actually go to Dahieh every day. I work for Sheikh Nasrallah. I help them with their Facebook and tweets and all that, because I am very good with computer stuff.”

I had just hooked up with a member of Hizbullah. This was a first.

We continued talking. I told him how I had studied the extent of the support the organization had in Lebanon.

“A lot,” he said.

I told him how I knew that even people in the government supported it as a legitimate resistance movement that had stood up to the Israeli army. He said he was proud and that it was a good fight. I asked him if they paid him well. He said it was enough to support his family of four. Like many anonymous tricks gay men hook up with, I had not even bothered to ask this trick his name.

“Rafik,” he told me anyway. “Just like Hariri, our Sunni prime minister the Syrians killed in 2005.”

I questioned him about the extent of Rafik’s popularity.

“It was nothing compared to Nasrallah,” he said.

I asked him if he knew that Hariri was once employed by the Saudis.

“Those Saudis, always fucking things up. You should see them in the summer here. Fucking everything in sight in the fancy hotels. Yes, I know Hariri made millions in Saudi. Everyone in Lebanon knows this.”

I repeated my maxim to him: “One person’s terrorist is another person’s freedom fighter.”

“Nowhere is it truer than it is here, Parvez,” he said. “Look back at your own history in India. I am sure the British would have called the Indian freedom fighters, like even Gandhi, terrorists.”

I could not disagree with that kind of logic. I liked Rafik and agreed to walk the corniche with him.

“So you are not Muslim?” he asked.

On Grindr Rafik had lamented the only way to get “uncut men” was by hooking up with an “Achrafieh Christian.”

“I am Muslim. But Sunni,” I replied.

“An uncut Muslim? How is this possible?”

“We Muslims come in all colors, shapes, and sizes, don’t we, my friend?” I gingerly put my arm on his shoulder. Lighting a cigarette, he gently removed it. We walked some more. He was clear that he would not take me to Dahieh, because it would be too dangerous. He urged me to “maybe find a journalist type” who could take me. After the balmy Mediterranean breezes of our corniche walk-and-talk, Rafik and I exchanged emails and promised to stay in touch.

We didn’t.

Later in the trip, I befriended a man called Mo, named after the Prophet like hundreds of thousands of Muslims. He was one of the few who fashionably shortened it this way. Western journalists covering this volatile region often used Mo as a fixer and he was a good one. I learned he was planning to marry his British Jewish girlfriend in Cyprus, a favored practice amongst many young wanting civil marriage. Interfaith marriage was like inviting trouble in this sectarian state. Thus many young couples ended up in Cyprus and the government looked the other way.

“We inherited this religious system—we didn’t choose it,” said Mo.

So much here seemed oddly familiar to notions I had grown up with. One of the young pro-Palestine activists who organized the film screenings introduced me to her buff gym-trainer friend, Bassam. He commuted to Hamra daily from the Bekaa Valley. Distance didn’t mean much in such a tiny country. He told me he kept a secret apartment in downtown Beirut for weekend sexual trysts, “with girls so beautiful you cannot even imagine it!” This suggested money. Almost sensing my thought, he said his family was one of the richest contractors in the region. He told me that the only halal (“permissible”) form of intercourse was anal, because the hymen remained intact. And the hymen has always remained that most-prized virtue amongst the believers, both Christian and Muslim.

He told me about his girlfriend studying in Cairo. “I promise you I have never touched her,” he said. “She is the woman I am going to marry.” This was Arab hypocrisy on full display.

“You can butt-fuck all the women who are available,” said Bassam. “But you only marry a virgin.” I remember being offended by his poor word choice.

As a woman, if you had made the mistake of allowing a man to deflower you vaginally, there was a solution. Vaginal reconstructive surgery thrived in the region. Traditional Arab women got most respectability when they were married into a “good family” and hopefully reproduced. The Arab matriarch is an all-powerful ruler of the household. To her, the son will always present a virgin. My mother would have expected nothing less.

It was 1 a.m. When I left India a decade ago, I thought I had left the polytheism of the Hindus with their 10 million gods behind me. But as I walked into the cavernous confines of the “only gay” nightclub in the Arab Middle East, the Hindu form of the God Shiva doing his tantric dance to shake up the universe seemed to have followed me. Beirut was expensive. I paid $20 (US dollars are circulated as a parallel currency in Lebanon) to get in. The club was inexplicably called Acid. I saw the Nataraj statue immediately. He loomed behind an impossibly long bar. Right below him a sign proclaimed, “Open Bar till 5 a.m.”

I looked around. There was erotic-looking, Khajuraho-like kitsch—probably plastic sculptures—on an enormous wall. I wondered why this bar’s design was so influenced by Hindu iconography from the erotic temples of Madhya Pradesh. Everyone said it was just the way it had always been.

“It is Ramadan and that is why it is not so crowded,” Babak said. He leaned in to be heard over the blaring techno remix of the popular Egyptian song, “Habibi Nour el-Ain.”

“If it was not for all the fasting and no-sex rules at this time, otherwise you could not move here at this hour.” Babak said he had recently invited an “opportunistic” New York Times reporter to this bar to take pictures for what he called a “horrible and lying article.” The piece claimed Beirut was “the Provincetown of the Middle East.” Local gay activists I met were unanimously furious about the piece. In truth this police state and Beirut had a long way to go in all possible realms of civil rights.

Babak told me he was half-Armenian and half-Palestinian. “Therefore, I am fucked from both sides,” he said. This was true. The Lebanese, it was said, gave equal hate time to both those ethnicities.

Later we stood outside Acid, sharing a cigarette, and Babak looked at what closely resembled a Hummer pulling up.

“That’s a gay Saudi prince,” he informed me. I had no way of confirming this, but the tags on the car did have the Saudi flag. “He comes here sometimes to pick up boys. Everyone knows.” Babak stated this like well-established fact.

A short, pot-bellied man got out of the car, surrounded by a posse of either security guards or sexual conquests. They walked confidently to the entrance and the bouncer bowed obsequiously, allowing them in for free. It looked like they’d been here before. I stared. I thought of my favorites, the Kardashians, filmed entering nightclubs. “Fag time,” said one boy loudly, lighting a cigarette. He had already been introduced to me at a gay bar called Bardo we had visited earlier that night, where he seemed to be the belle of the ball. He flashed his many bracelets at me, including one that read, “I Heart Beirut,” stylized like the “I Heart New York” shirts.

“Barbie!” I hugged him. This magical creature of the night could be anything; more Barbie-like than Ken or perhaps a combo of both, in the shortest shorts I’d ever seen and a thick layer of mascara. He posed flamboyantly for my phone and stuck his ass out right in the street. A passing driver whistled.

Babak pointed at the hills that rose above Acid. “There’s the Haftoor Grand Hotel. All the journalists were staying there as Israel was bombing us in 2006.” With a flourish he swiped his arm down to point at the shimmering valley of lights below. “And that is Dahieh.” Babak didn’t know how keen I was to go there, to Hizbullah-land. I didn’t bring it up since he was a Christian. He told me how Israel bombed Dahieh to rubble. The journalists at the Haftoor had front-row seats.

“The gays did not stop dancing even one night here at Acid during the entire war,” said Babak. “Israel’s drones soared across the sky and cluster bombs fell right down there in Dahieh. These guys were dancing to techno trance through the whole fucking mess.”

“Bless the un-bombable gays,” I said. We both laughed.

I considered titles for future op-eds I never wrote. I landed on “Love in the Time of Ramadan.” I took notes on my phone as I’d always done in my travels with A Jihad for Love. It had only been a few hours since I was in bed with Rafik, and here, outside Acid, I was discovering the unsettling geography of this contested capital.

“Did you ever see Men of Israel?” asked Babak as he drove me on another gay bar–hopping night.

“No, what is it?” I replied. “Sounds suspicious.”

“It’s the hottest porn of these sexy Jewish men. I am sure the Israeli government must have funded it!” he joked, alluding to what gay activists call “pink-washing.” With his reliable sarcasm, Babak said I would be a much richer man if I decided to be a porn filmmaker.

It was through Babak that I learned a little more about pink-washing in some of the most contested real estate on the planet. He, in his own unique “non-activisty” way, was trying to build an Arab alternative for “detested” Tel-Aviv. Pink-washing was the term used by many gay activists to refer to the deliberate stance of the Israeli government in claiming Israel was the only country in the region to support gay rights. Tourist agents published entire brochures highlighting how the sun and the sand, the gay bars and the nightlife in cities like Tel Aviv, made Israel a chosen destination—a haven for gay tourists eager to sample hedonistic Mediterranean life.

“There’s a ninety-million-dollar budget available to push the gay Israel agenda,” claimed Hassam, another gay activist I met in Beirut. “This is one of their real government programs to avoid discussions about Israeli apartheid against Palestinians, and to deflect attention away from the occupation.” Other activists argued that Israel was a far cry from a gay paradise. Gay Pride marchers were routinely attacked and vilified in cities such as Jerusalem, where the ultra-Orthodox Jews proliferated their homophobic intolerance just as they did in their illegal settlements.

The public argument I made in interviews I gave in Beirut was simple: Nothing but homophobia could make Israel’s chief Sephardic rabbi and two other chief rabbis; the heads of the Roman Catholic, Armenian, and Greek Orthodox churches; and three senior Jerusalem imams sit together at the same table as they did in 2005 in a famous New York Times cover picture. These otherwise bitterly divided religious figures made probably their only public appearance together to protest that year’s ten-day Jerusalem World Pride Festival that would include a Pride Parade. During the parade, it was an ultra-Orthodox Haredi Jew who stabbed three marchers with a sharp kitchen knife. His name was Yishai Schlissel.

During a police interrogation, he described the motive behind his actions: “I came to murder on behalf of God. We can’t have such abomination in the country.” He was practically speaking like a Wahhabi cleric. Wahhabi Islam is the ultra-puritanical form of Islam in Saudi Arabia, with much influence in the rest of the Muslim world. Claims have been made that in Saudi Arabia Wahhabis are a minority. I disagree.

As I told a journalist at the time, this is what happened in my own India when religious Hindus and Muslims united publicly against lifting the gay “ban” in Article 377 of the Indian penal code. This article made “sodomy,” “carnal intercourse against the order of nature,” and “bestiality” part of a punishable list.

“Nothing better than a good old-fashioned round of gay-bashing to bring the Hindus and Muslims together,” I told him, trying to explain the similarities. This was because Lebanon had its own 377 in Article 534 of its penal code.

I hung out with members of the openly gay group Helem, funded mostly by European nonprofits. Like Istanbul, Beirut served as a waiting room for Middle Eastern gays seeking asylum in the West. Helem helped them to navigate a complex Lebanese bureaucracy for temporary visas. Although islands of tolerance like Acid existed in Beirut, nobody was waving rainbow flags from their apartment windows.

There was always the danger of government crackdowns. Local activists told me of retrogressive practices like rectal exams, which were common for men detained for “unnatural behavior.” Hardly a Provincetown, I thought to myself.

At the Turkish-style bathhouse Hammam al Agha, a lot of cruising was going on. In just a few years it would be raided. The anal-probes of the men arrested at the Plaza Cinema for “unnatural behavior” were soon to return. Helem was taking a strong stance on the freedoms that had not yet arrived constitutionally, religiously, or socially. There was no San Francisco–style Castro Street or New York’s Chelsea neighborhood to be found in Beirut. The activists at Helem were right about their perilous freedoms. Later, I gave them a bunch of unmarked DVDs of my film. They said some of them traveled regularly to Damascus, Aleppo, and Amman and would make sure the DVDs ended up in “the right hands.” I was thrilled—I had successfully managed to send DVDs of my contraband film to many Muslim countries including Pakistan, Iran, and Saudi Arabia. And there would be many more.

Fouad, a Palestinian-American writer and activist, invited me to a raucous party at his apartment in the Christian enclave of Achrafieh. He worked for the US-based pro-Palestine website “Electronic Intifada.” There I met fixers and filmmakers, correspondents and bankers—even a sixty-year-old former soprano. They drank, smoked hashish, and talked all night. I participated in the drinking but not the smoking. My one experience with hash as a younger man had left me paralyzed with paranoia. A twenty-something French woman performed an architectural analysis on Beirut’s downtown. She described it as plastic and soulless. It had been commissioned by the billionaire former Prime Minister of Lebanon Rafik Hariri.

We lingered on the balcony of the apartment. I rested my arm on a ledge and noticed that it was riddled with bullet holes.

“Bullets in Beirut,” I said.

“Par for the course,” she replied.

At 2 a.m., no one showed any signs of leaving. Sensing my exhaustion, the host’s sister, Sayida, approached us. She worked with Palestinian refugees in Lebanon.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “This is normal. In Beirut we always party like it is the apocalypse tomorrow. You need another drink.” At the time I still drank alcohol. Most of the Muslims I knew also imbibed. I didn’t know it then but total sobriety lay in my not-so-distant future.

“Right now there are Israeli drones above us,” she continued. The fatalism of the Beirutis was familiar by now. Even if some or maybe all of the people at this party were not religious, they seemed to share the idea that “the end of days” was always just over your shoulder.

My Saudi friend Adham texted me one day while I was in Beirut. I had met him at an A Jihad for Love screening in Toronto in 2007. Since then we’d become great texting buddies. He lived in Jeddah, but the frequency of our correspondence meant he never seemed far away. “Only you know,” he had once said to me about his attraction to both men and women.

“Did you see this?” It was a link to an English-language Arab weekly called Egypt Today, read mostly by expats in Cairo. It was from 2008. Moez Masoud, a young Egyptian daa’y (caller to Islam) and media expert who had studied under the grand mufti of Egypt, Ali Gomaa, was quoted in this article about my film:


The [documentary] is correct in its use of the term of jihad but defines it incorrectly. When people who have homoerotic desires struggle against their inclinations, they are struggling against an act that satisfies their physical body but is against their spiritual self . . . jihad is to struggle in the cause of good. It’s a struggle for the sake of goodness, beauty, justice, and truth. Homoerotic activity is not a manifestation of these universal principles; it’s a violation of them and is in antithesis to the spiritual dimension. I love the title [of the movie] but when defined differently. We need to have jihad against extremism in society so we can learn to love the sinning person that is struggling, even though we hate their sin. And so, I too, call for a “jihad for love.”



Although he was not ready to welcome gays into the religion with open arms, it felt like Masoud was meeting me halfway.

“LOL!” I texted back, “He is calling for a jihad for love! Like really?! Anyway, why are you sending me such an old link?”

“I was googling you! I love Beirut btw. Kiss it frm me.”

Adham and I texted almost daily. Over the years we have physically only met a few times, but I count him as one of my closest friends. There is practically nothing I have not told him. Just a few days after the Egypt protests—which I reported on extensively—erupted, I asked him rhetorically if revolution was coming to Riyadh. He had texted back, “Are you kidding me? Parvez, unlike the Egyptians, the Tunisians, the Egyptians, and others who may follow, we Saudis just don’t suffer enough.” At the time, I thought that was a very succinct way to address a fairly complicated question. He continued, “It’s always been Al Saud. It will always be Al Saud.”

Over the years, just like mine, Adham’s life changed. Just months before my Beirut schlep he acquired a fiancée. My friendship with the bisexual Adham is unusual, and I never asked if he had ever acted on his desires. He would never reveal it to his family. It was cultural. I understood because I grew up in small-town India. I have never dared to say the three words to my dad—I am gay. For Muslims like Adham and me, as far as family was concerned, it was “don’t ask, don’t tell,” which suited all parties.

In that 2010 Beirut winter, Adham, as always, was a daily presence in my life. By extension it seemed that Saudi Arabia itself was a daily presence as well. The #Jan25 hashtag was still not the most-used on the planet, and even Tunisia was a few weeks away, but there “seems to be some unease here, I don’t know why,” he once texted me from a Dunkin’ Donuts in Jeddah, a popular cruising area for gay men. I wondered how long Adham could sustain all the charades, but I refrained from upsetting him.

Adham’s engagement to Zubeida, a second cousin, was “arranged” by his pious mother, in a practice familiar to all Muslims. Surprisingly, the two are still not married. Zubeida and Adham only met when she visited family in Jeddah or when he went to Riyadh. Meeting itself was a complex negotiation because of Wahhabi views against ikhtilat (gender mixing), which was reliably the most explosive subject in the kingdom.

Zubeida attended Thursday Quran-study circles. The Prophet, it is said, called them “Halaqah.” Religious as she was, Zubeida was completing a PhD at the Princess Nora University in Riyadh, where her family lived. Opened a few months after bin Laden’s death, PNU, as the Saudis called it, was the largest and “most modern” female university in the world, they boasted. At its opening, King Abdullah and other male dignitaries sat in a mixed-company room with women whose faces were uncovered. The clerics were furious. But Abdullah stood his ground. And yet in 2012 this same king introduced a system whereby husbands were “informed” on SMS when their wives or children were leaving the country.

PNU’s campus was proof of the country’s need for good architects, beyond those supplied by the bin Laden family. This was a tasteless marble, glass, granite, and central air structure. Women would enter wearing ordinary sneakers; their abayas when taken off would expose heavily made-up faces and stilettos. An abaya is a baggy black sack that covers every inch of a woman’s body. Some abaya-clad women, like a female mutawa (religious police), will also cover their feet with socks and wear black gloves.

There is much erotic power in covered female flesh. A good example is Rita Hayworth’s one-gloved striptease, singing, “Put the blame on Mame” as Gilda in the 1946 Hollywood noir of the same name. It lives forever in YouTube fame. Just in the act of taking off her glove, Hayworth becomes hypersexualized, with every straight man in that Buenos Aires nightclub mentally undressing her. A woman in an abaya or other styles of veiling is also a hypersexualized entity. A carefully revealed ankle, when the mutaween are not looking, is enough to stir lust. There is nothing more threatening than a sliver of female hair or ankle to the discipline of the male armies of the devout, in conservative Muslim minds, such as the duplicitous enforcers of morality in Saudi Arabia—the mutaween.

Adham often probes to determine whether Zubeida has a mind of her own. About the ruling Sauds, she had said, “We don’t talk about these things. But in my opinion our king is from God’s will. He listens to us.”

Were women like Zubeida the majority? Never challenging the status quo? Did they truly believe that if they held the hand of their mahram (a male guardian from within her direct family) they could achieve stellar education and careers?

I asked Adham when the wedding was. I was eager to attend. He said it would be a while yet because “PhD students take forever.” I gasped when I learned what her thesis was: “Sharia in the twenty-first century.” This “super-pious” woman entering an “arranged marriage” with her closeted bisexual fiancé was certainly obeying the absolute command to exercise intellect that lay at the very birth of the Quran. Muhammad, its vessel of revelation, was illiterate, after all, a condition Zubeida would clearly not tolerate.

“I would die to read her thesis,” I said to Adham.

“ISA I will send it to you when she is finally done.” He was using the shorthand for everyday Arab terms as Muslims often do. An ISA is Inshallah (“If God wills”).

“I understand why your shameless Saudis love to summer here,” I texted Adham. The more I walked its streets the more I loved the city. I felt that, except for my beloved Istanbul, Beirut was the most cosmopolitan Muslim environment I had ever experienced, though many Beirutis would be offended at the characterization of their city as Muslim. It recalled the openness that I imagined permeated Muslim societies during centuries of Ottoman rule. As I left a café locals called “Facebook,” with an exact replica of a “like” as its prominently displayed sign, a writer friend informed me, “I think this may be the only café called ‘Facebook’ in the world.”

In central Beirut, a few hours after Adham had texted me about Zubeida’s surely fiery PhD topic, one of two evening screenings for my film was held in a fashionable café-turned-screening-room. It was packed to the rafters. The post-film question-and-answer session went on for at least an hour, probably more. I tried to be witty, saying, “Clearly Hizbullah were not invited to this.” Just a few nervous laughs. This was complicated territory and jokes about this audience’s fellow inhabitants were not welcome. I was learning fast and my mind kept on drifting to Adham’s revelation about Zubeida’s thesis.

An audience member spoke up. “Why are these people in your film so religious? In Lebanese culture religion traumatizing gay people like this is unheard of.”

I responded, “Thanks. That’s an interesting way to look at the film. I hope the film answered your question? I always hope that the film speaks for itself, better than even I can.” She persisted and I said, “Maybe things will change? These days we even have Saudi women doing PhDs!” Raucous laughter. I didn’t offer the stock Islam 101–style responses I used with Western audiences. I was being hypocritical. I avoided a discussion I would have welcomed in any other country. This was probably because I didn’t know enough about how religion lived in the twenty-first century Beiruti environment. I already knew well the history of religion’s role as the deepest possible divide in this civil war–torn country. But I hadn’t really taken up the opportunity for any contemporary religious discussion with anyone, even Rafik, for example, that night we walked on the corniche.

Post-screening, Aisha, a butch lesbian activist, told me, “I loved it! In any case, how much of Beirut have you seen? Will you allow me to be a guide to something no tourist gets to see?” I took up her offer and we arranged to meet at noon at my hotel the next day.

“I have been waking up late, I must confess,” I said to her. “This is such a city of the night.”

What I didn’t tell her was that one of the reasons I couldn’t meet early was that my hookup the previous night had deprived me of sleep. He was a tongue-tied Saudi Grindr trick who called himself Ahmad. I always wanted to know something about the person I was hooking up with, so there was some semblance of honesty in a purely sexual encounter neither of us would probably tell anyone about. Few people realize the enormity of promiscuity amongst gay men compared to other sexualities and genders.

Ahmad was ready to cancel when I told him about my film. “I don’t want to be interviewed about all this, man,” he texted. I told him he had nothing to fear because the film had already been made. He traveled frequently from Jeddah to Beirut for a financial group he said he worked for. As he left that night I gave him an unlabeled DVD of the film. I used to do this often, sending DVDs through friends (and in this case a trick!) going back to Muslim countries, where the film could never be seen officially. Two years before I came to Beirut, a Dubai gay friend of mine, Salman, whom I met at American University when I was a professor and student there, emailed and said he had been to Lahore in Pakistan and seen pirated DVDs of the film being sold on the streets of the bustling Anarkali market. Salman had already made many copies for friends in and around Dubai and once organized a private screening in his living room. It was an “Underground Railroad” of distribution I was trying to build, without actually putting the film on YouTube.

I had already added Aisha as a Facebook friend when we met the next morning. She took me on a tour of the subversive graffiti that lined the walls that had once delineated the outer boundaries of the city and the beginning of its Armenian quarters. One said “Berlin” in Arabic, alluding to that city’s divisive wall. Snow White brandished a Kalashnikov in another with the words “Say no to Lookism” in English spray-painted next to her. But why the gun? I thought to myself.

“That is about the obsession of the Lebanese for boob jobs, tummy tucks, liposuction, and general desire to be flashy and beautiful all the time,” she explained with obvious disgust.

Aisha also told me that both Lebanese sexes were also obsessed with nose jobs. I found a lot of Lookism graffiti. Right next to it, some of Hizbullah’s rallying cries were displayed in beautiful Arabic calligraphy. “God let us meet Husayn in the afterlife,” it said, referring to one of the most revered Shia imams and the Prophet’s grandson. For Shias, Husayn was the second caliph, right after Ali. For Sunnis, the second caliph after Ali was Abu Bakr. And in this deceptively simple fact about Muhammad’s lineage and succession lay the beginning of a sectarian Islam bloodily divided into Shia and Sunni. As I studied the Hizbullah graffiti on this wall, I was reminded that there was nothing simple about this deep divide that had finessed into two essentially separate religions in the centuries following the Prophet’s death.

“I hate them,” Aisha said, breaking my reverie as she referred to Hizbullah.

I had always been fascinated by graffiti in the bathrooms and streets of foreign cities. For me, the graffiti were always an indicator to how a society actually lived. I felt unique access to the minds of the city’s individuals whenever I studied the graffiti.

We drove down 22 November Avenue, and Aisha pointed to what she called “the Horsh.” The Horsh El Snoubar was a legendary park the Israelis had bombed to smithereens in 1982.

“For reasons we Beirutis have never understood,” said Aisha. “It was always locked up since I was a child.” This park had been off-limits to mostly everyone for almost twenty-five years, even though it had been reconstructed after the fifteen-year-long Lebanese Civil War ended in 1990. Aisha told me that Beirutis wanting to visit the park had to apply for special permits, and that it was apparently easier for Western tourists to get in.

“This is very strange,” I told her. “A locked-up park? But let me tell you that in Manhattan we, too, have a locked-up park called Gramercy Park. It’s only for residents who live around it.”

“This is not like that,” Aisha said, adding it was just one of the things that made Beirut mysterious and inexplicable. “Look there. It’s a Russian prostitute.” She pointed to a Caucasian woman in a tight-fitting dress and stilettos. “This has now become a popular place to pick them up,” she said. I wondered what treasures lay inside the Horsh’s boundaries that made it so special.

“Do you know that you are named after the Prophet’s favorite wife?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Of course I know. Though I don’t know if all Muslims would agree with you,” she replied. Aisha’s legacy has not escaped Islamic sectarianism.

As we drove I learned more about her. She had a girlfriend in Damascus, and it was often hard to visit. Syria’s role in the civil war and the continuing “interference” into Lebanon’s affairs was well-established fact. Aisha was part of the population that had not lived the civil war and probably thought of Syria differently from the way her parents did. Aisha’s father was Syrian Alawite, like Syria’s tenacious dictator Bashar al-Assad, and her mother was Lebanese Shia. The Alawites are considered a sect of Shia Islam. The al-Assad family that ruled Syria would soon face a state of chaos, unprecedented in its history. Aisha seemed to hint about it. She was a frequent blogger and wrote about regional issues. She must have been privy to knowledge I didn’t have as an outsider, even though I prided myself with how hard I worked to be up to date with events in the region.

“Things are changing very fast here,” she said cryptically. “If you follow all the blogs and news as I do, I think it’s like a time bomb waiting to explode.”

The latter sentence I had said every single time I had been to Cairo in the past several years. And at this time, the explosion was mere months away. I asked her if she was talking about the more general Middle East.

“Yes,” she said. “For example, you could make the argument that Bashar al-Assad’s days are numbered.”

I was surprised. Assad seemed so solid and even a voice of secular pluralism in my mind. I would be proved more than wrong.

“Nothing here is stable anymore,” she continued. “If you heard the talk on the streets of Damascus like my girlfriend does, you would wonder. She is also deeply thinking about politics all the time, like me. She, too, has a blog. But mark my words—nothing in Syria or anywhere else in this region is ever going to be the same old acceptable way again. And the whole world will be shocked.”

[image: ]

At my second screening I met Safa, a Christian who was a longtime resident of the place I had been dying to visit: Hassan Nasrallah’s fiefdom, the Shia suburb of Dahieh. In a less surreal city, a Christian woman like her, not dressed with Islamic modesty and living in a deeply conservative neighborhood, would not be possible. But Beirut surprised me at every turn. I told her how everyone seemed afraid to take me.

“I will take you,” she said. “Just Facebook me and we will make a plan.”

A day later, Safa and I sat in her Toyota Landcruiser. “Big family,” she explained.

Dahieh’s sprawl was less posh than either Hamra or Achrafieh. Shabby, bombed-out apartments in various stages of construction and destruction piled atop each other. Clothing hung out in the alleys to dry. We were completely immobilized by the traffic. There was a lot of graffiti and the familiar yellow Hizbullah flags. I recognized the logo. I told Safa what I knew about it, because the Iranian religious police, the Basij, had similar flags that I had seen in my one-and-only trip to Tehran.

Around twenty-five, I told Safa, while still working briefly as a reporter for a news aggregator, I had been to “Shia-central” Tehran for two nights to do a story about the Fajr Film Festival. It was my first foreign trip ever, and I found Tehran to be a Delhi-like (albeit with mountains), very polluted, and traffic-logged city. Nowhere in the world is there greater reverence for Imam
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