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ABSTRACT

Just as complex discourses have developed around the metaphor of ‘the closet’ and ‘coming out of

the closet’, the metaphor of ‘the veil” and the concept of ‘lifting the veil” have developed their own

political debates. Locating itself in the borderland of queer theory, cultural studies and Islamic stud-

ies, this paper engages with the metaphors of the closet and the veil in an exploration of the con-

struction, policing and subversion of sexualised, queered space in the context of Islam. Using the

work of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Steven Seidman, Michel Foucault, Fatema Memissi and, above

all, Henri Lefebvre, this paper suggests similar spatial logic informs the regime of the closet and the

regime of the veil. Equally, it is argued that the veil also exists within a series of interlinked and

intertextual heterotopias in Islamic spatial production and as such, has the subversive and critical po-

tential of escaping the disconnected space of capitalism.

This paper explores the production of queer space, within, and
alongside, the gender and sexual logical of Islamic space, focus-
sing on the lived metaphors of the closet and the veil. The key
constitutive drive in the process of spatial production that has
given rise to the closet is heteronormativity - the denial of
homosexual visibility and equality. Equally, the driving force
within spatial production in Islam is the separation of male and
female - the ‘splitting of Muslim space’ which I locate around
the metaphor of the veil. This paper argues that just as the insti-
tution of the closet brought about the development of particular
sexual identities, keenly aware of the construction and policing
of public and private space, within the discourse of Islam —
especially Islam in the ‘west’ — the veil may open up a variety
of possibilities for critiquing and transgressing the cultural and
political norms of both heteronormativity and newly defined
‘homonormativity’, of which Islamophobia is a common trope.

Thus, as well as queer theory and Islamic studies, this paper is
informed by Henri Lefebvre’s Marxist sociological inquiries
into the production of space, and the relationship between spa-
tial production, spatial perpetuation and spatial potential. It is
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less Lefebvre’s engagement with explicitly religious space that
interests me - he’s too Gallicly Catholic in his approach, with
his ‘images of heaven and hell, of the devil and the angels and
so on’" to be helpful in that regard — so much as his cantanker-
ous approach to the abstract space of capitalism, and his denun-
ciation of all things ‘vulgar’. Lefebvre seeks an understanding
of the material production of space, leading to its transforma-
tion, which will come about through the recognition of, and
interplay within, the contradictory functions of space in capi-
talist societies. Interestingly enough, Lefebvre argues that such
an understanding will only come about through ‘exposing’ the
contradictions of capitalism, ‘not by covering over them with a
veil’.™

Exploring various constructions of the metaphor of the closet
reveals certain similarities with the patterns and complexities of
the production of gendered space within the spatial logical of
Islam. For Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick the closet is ‘that curious
space that is both internal and marginal to the culture: centrally
representative of its motivating passions and contradictions,
even while marginalized by its orthodoxies’.” Here we en-
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counter the suggestion, as we will again encounter it in the case
of Islam, that the closeted or veiled space functions as some-
thing a heterotopia.” Sociologist Steven Seidman offers a good
working definition of the closet, arguing that it is a ‘“life-
shaping” social pattern’, that, therefore, must necessarily go
beyond the mere strategic decision not to proclaim one’s sexu-
ality at any opportunity. The closet functions both outwardly
and inwardly, Seidman insists. Outwardly, there becomes a
need to conceal the true self which leads to ‘deception and du-
plicity’ in positing an artificial identity. However, the most
damaging effects are internal with the closet affecting ‘the psy-
chological and social core of an individual’s life’ through the
internalisation of social prejudice, fear and shame, and emotio-
nal distance from others."

Similar patterns of the internalisation of shame and social
prejudice can be seen in the case of the regime of the veil, with
Daphne Grace suggesting that in attempting to allude the male
gaze, women wearing hijab, especially the literal veil, the face-
covering nigab, run the risk of internalising male surveillance —
a self-imposed panopticon."® Indeed, Moroccan sociologist
Fatema Mernissi argues that hijab was an ill-suited solution to a
lack of (heterosexual) male ‘internal control’.” Just as the
‘closet’ is no solution to the socio-political problem of heter-
onormativity and homophobia, the regime of the veil offers only
a partial, superficial solution to the aggressive masculine gaze.
However, Seidman argues that the closet only makes sense
when used towards explicit political ends, and hence it becomes
a ‘regime’. The political end in question is that of ‘heterosexual
domination’.”™ In this same way we can argue that hijab means
very different things when worn because of state imposition,
such as in Iran or Saudi Arabia, than it does when worn from
within a feminist framework.” In either case there is a specific
political end being advanced, but there exists the crucial differ-
ence between the veil as a regime, employed in the political
cause of male dominance, and the veil as a choice, employed in
the cause of feminism for example. The heteronormativity of
the regime of the closet and the patriarchy of the regime of the
veil function on the levels of both ideology and repression, to
use Louis Althusser’s terminology.™ Heteronormativity is ideo-
logical in the sense of ‘demonizing homosexuality’ and repres-
sive in that homosexuals are ‘suppressed by means of laws,
policing practices, civic disenfranchisement, and harassment
and violence’.™ Similar things can be said of the regime of the
veil, through the ideological repression of the socialisation and
internalisation of male dominance Grace noted, and the extreme
cases of disenfranchisement and violence seen in situations such
as the Taliban’s Afghanistan, or the limits placed on women’s
social and political involvement in Gulf Arab states.

The prerequisites for the ‘world of the closet’ according to
Seidman, are the social construction of homosexual menace;
exclusion from open participation in society; and the public
removal of any trace of homosexuality.* One can certainly see
similar approaches in the behaviour of fundamentalist Islamist
regimes towards women. Meryem Ouedghiri notes that in ex-
treme cases, such as the ongoing civil conflict in Algeria be-
tween the government and Islamist insurgents, routines of vio-
lence are utilised to deny women's public presence.™ Not unlike
the Taliban who reduced women to the private space of the
home, and the private personal space under the burga, Algerian
fundamentalists’ campaigns of violence illustrate a complex
understanding of the relationship between the body and public

and political space. But it is on this point of violence and terror-
ist regimes that I want to bring in Lefebvre. Part of Lefebvre’s
critique of the commodified, dislocated and contradictorily ab-
stract space of capitalism is the violence that this spatial formu-
lation enacts against everything, including sexuality, which
itself becomes a site of alienated, abstracted specialisation and
fetishisation (in the negative Marxist sense), distanced from
what he calls the culture of the body.™ Lefebvre argues that in
the special logic of capitalism, the body — especially women’s
bodies — become ‘pulverised’ and broken into pieces for the
consumer market, so that legs sell stockings, breasts sell bras,
etc. It is thus an ‘aggression’ that the body is subject to in the
very production of capitalist space. He borrows a phrase from
Helmut Schelsky in summising this regime of violence — ‘the
iron law of commercial terrorism’.™ 1 would argue that this
violence under capitalism is not so far removed from more basic
acts of violence — that is, acts that are simply more recognisably
violent from within capitalism — committed against the body,
especially the female body, by fundamentalist Muslim regimes.
Whilst the regime of the closet or the veil is predicated on the
literal denial of their victims’ public presence, capitalist spatial
logic is predicated on the ubiquity of the sexualised female
form, but arguably to an identical political end — the silencing,
subordination and fetishistic reduction of women to the level of
signification.

This argument, that capitalism, religious fundamentalism and
heteronormativity have similarly motivated — but differently
realised — agendas leads us to the issue of ‘homonormativity’.
First theorised by Lisa Duggan,™ ‘homonormativity’ refers to
the realisation that an elite minority of lesbians and gay men in
the west have far more in common with their wealthy hetero-
sexual confederates than anyone else, and that assimilation into
and complicity with the system is the best way to preserve those
privileges. We can locate this within the broader framework of
the partial — if not total — failure of queer theorists to articulate a
viable poltical epistemology to eclipse old-fashioned class and
nationalism.™ Jasbir Puar notes a definite strain of Islamopho-
bia present in homonormativity, with solid support from queer
conservatives for western intervention in the Middle East, and
values-laden rhetoric that sees the Judeo-Christian/secular occi-
dent in inevitable conflict with the inferior Islamic orient.™™
Ironically, amidst the ‘war on terror’ and ‘clash of civilisations’,
Puar argues that it is the Muslim Other — the Muslim terrorist
Other, precisely — who emerges as the queered subject. In ‘the
normative script of the US war on terror,” Puar writes, the Mus-
lim terrorist is the ‘queer, non-national, perversely radicalized
other’,™ not the queer constabulary cheering on the American
invaders. This curious approach by western gay and lesbian
organisations to the Islamic world — thoroughly imbued with the
‘creative chaos’ and interventionist logic of neo-conservatism,
as charted by Joseph Massad™ — is an interesting historical
reversal. The Islamic world now becomes a site of repression, in
need of unveiling and liberating by a westen world which, not
too long ago, was passionately attempting to civilise, with its
Victorian morality.

Indeed, as Jarrod Hayes, following Edward Said, argues, there
has always been a distinct tendency to fall back on the (neo-
)colonial assumptions of the absolute otherness of the non-
western subject.™ Thus, for much of its history — I would argue
until the Islamic revolution in Iran in 1979 — the Islamic world
was something of a sexual heterotopia for the west. It was home
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to, if not a superior sexuality, then at the very least a different
one™ wherein which western travellers could cavort beyond
the boundaries of European morality. John Boswell’s 1980 tome
Christianity, Social Tolerance and Homosexuality™ notes that
depicting Muslims as rampant homosexual predators preying on
innocent Christians was a very effective tool of propaganda in
the time of the crusades. For classical Orientalists like Sir Rich-
ard Burton and his spatial theory of the ‘sodatic zone’ (a psy-
cho-geographic phenomenon that circles the world, taking in
most of the Muslim majority world and rendering those who
dwell within liable to all manner of vices, namely the ‘popular
and endemic’ practice of sodomy™") the Islamic world was a
civilisationally-queered space.

Xxvi

Sociologist of Islamic sexualit(y/ies), Abdelwahab Boudhiba
continues with this notion of a queer civilisation, arguing - al-
beit in arcane language such as ‘inversion’ - that the central
productive truth of Islamic space, the separation of genders,
means that queer spaces — or potentially queer spaces — are the
norm for young people growing up in traditional Arab and
Islamic societies. There are, however, several key sites within
normative Islamic space that served as explicitly queered lo-
cales, existing as a series of interlaced and intertextual heteroto-
pias. Different spaces, that exist concurrent with normal spaces,
wherein not only does the spatial, political and cultural logic of
the everyday not strictly apply, but wherein the spatial and rhet-
orical discourse shifts, such that the heterotopia becomes a
space — real or imagined — that critiques the everyday. It is not
dissimilar, in certain regards, to the logic of ‘camp’. There are
numerous examples of sexual heterotopias in Islam and Le-
febvre refers specifically to the al Hambra palace in Spain and
the Arabian Nights stories as places of ‘pure pleasure within the
broader context of ‘invent[ing] a “new life””. ™" And, what is
queer space other than the calling for a newly imagined, ma-
terial mode of existence that goes beyond sublimated or em-
bodied desire, to reshape — however one understands it — the
natural and lived environment?

The most obvious queer heterotopia is the bath house, the ham-
mam. Just as veiled space, Grace argues, embodies something of
an in between-ness™ " the hammam works as an intercessional
space between the sacred space of the mosque and the poten-
tially corruptible space of the body.™™ The hammam is the place
were bodies meet and where bodies are flaunted; where they’re
remodelled, remade and re-imagined. The hammam works then
as something of a heterotopia where queer desires beyond the
everyday are made possible. Hence the common association and
assumption that life in the hammam was linked with homosexu-
ality, be it male suspicion of rampant lesbianism when women
are loosened from the male gaze, or the hammam as the setting
for a subgenre of the famed erotic verse of the height of Islamic
civilisation.™ The insularity of the hammam, predicated like all
heterotopias on a sometimes complicated axis of open and
closed,™ or in Islamic terms, permitted (halal) and forbidden
(haram) was somewhat broken up by the process of European
colonisation that brought with it not just strange, Victorian
bourgeois morality, but also something worse: tourists. Such as
those in Schmitt and Sofer’s™ " collection, Sexuality and Eroti-
cism amonst males in Moslem societies, which primarily con-
sists of sex tourism commentaries, and academic sympathies for
the closing of the great Orientalist sexual frontier, notably from
Jeffrey Weeks, who suggests the Islamic world has two options,
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elevation to western secular civilisation, or further descent into
Islamic barbarity. ™"

Following from Weeks’ neat little dichotomy between the en-
lightened, secular western world, and the fundamentalist Mus-
lim world, I want to bring in the question of Islam in the west,
and the question of the ‘world of the closet’ that required a dis-
course of menace, public exclusion and the denial of any public
trace.™" I want to suggest here that the regime of the closet as
it applied to sexuality now also applies to Islam. For we cer-
tainly have a vibrant Muslim menace discourse developing
around the war on terror and domestic versions thereof, notably
the Lebanese menace.”™ We also have degrees of public exclu-
sion — although the far more popular rhetoric is that any form of
exclusion is the choice of the individuals and communities, who
don’t want to be a part of mainstream society. But it is the final
aspect of the ‘world of the closet’ that interests me the most, the
denial of public traces of the closeted subject. There have cer-
tainly been instances of the denial of public indices of an
Islamic presence, notably around debates concerning bans on
hijab in Europe, and to a lesser degree Australia and the United
States,™ as well as controversies over the building of
mosques. All of which clearly relate to the spatial logic of
closeting or veiling, albeit with the ironic twist of a society
seeking to either veil the veiled, or to veil difference, through its
very unveiling. As with the ‘world of the closet’, we can locate
the operation of anti-veiled space as both ideological, notably
through the common argument that any woman who would
want to wear hijab is being forced to by a man, and repressive,
such as the bans in place in France, Turkey and elsewhere. ™"
We also have the more nebulous unofficial repression of non-
state actors, such as the abuse and intimidation that women in
hijab are subject to. One woman narrated her experiences of
wearing a headscarf in Sydney following the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001:

I thought long and hard about taking the scarf off after
September 11 like many women ... I remember within
one hour of going out I had been spat on, had someone
threaten me as if they were going to hit me, the shop
assistant at Coles [supermarket] would swipe my card
and would not look at me in the eye. I remember com-
ing home crying my eyes out and asking myself, ‘Do I
take this scarf off?” i

Significantly, it has been suggested that the ‘stigma’ of Other-
ness and its attendant violence has, post-September 11, 2001,
been passed from one group, ‘queers’, to another, ‘Arabs’ -
including those who just look like Arabs, such as South Asians
and Latinos all of whom have been victims of supposedly re-
taliatory violence. Indeed, one the first victims of this retaliatory
violence after the September 11 attacks was a gay Latino man,
and his white partner, who was attacked in San Francisco by
other Latino men, who thought his less macho behaviour
marked him out as an Arab.™*

This fear of the other — and the others sexuality — goes both
ways. Indeed, as Christopher Reed™ argues, with queer space
being defined by its very immanence, the focus is inevitably on
its threatening character. This is the same sense we get of
Islamic space in the west, when it manifests in the personal
space of the veiled individual, the built environment, or when it
asserts itself in the midst of seemingly non-Islamic space, such
as Muslim-inspired women-only sports spaces (enjoyed by
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many, if not mostly by, non-Muslim women as well) or prayer
space. Indeed, in France, around the same time as the assault on
headscarves was taking place, both queer groups and Muslim
groups were attacked for their alleged ‘communitarianism’ —
otherwise known as a drift towards insidious American identity
politics — manifesting itself around the question of the creation
of separate spaces.™ This was unintentionally produced by pov-
erty, in the case of Muslim ghettos in volatile suburbs of Paris
and the rest of the country, and quite deliberately, through afflu-
ence in the case of queer Parisian ghettos. The same debates are
occurring in Australia, with university queer-only spaces and
Muslim women-facilitated women-only sports sessions attract-
ing fierce opposition, with opponents questioning whether
members of these groups truly desire to participate in Australian
society ™"

Staying with Reed’s insights from art criticism, he notes a cent-
ral problematic of queer space is the need to think beyond bour-
geois notions of the private-public dichotomy.™ T would sug-
gest that this is especially in the context of seeking some sort of
parity or comparison between queer and Islamic space. For in
Islamic space, the public and the private have been essentially
established through what Mernissi poetically calls the ‘descent
of the veil’. Mernissi sees a modern day middle class moral
panic at work in the early Muslim community around the status
of women - slaves or aristocrats? how can we tell? - giving rise
to the institution of hijab and its corollary, the division of the
hitherto ‘limitless horizons’ of the spatial logic of the Islam of
the Prophet (something akin to Lefebvre’s ‘absolute space’),
into the heavily partitioned public and private, sacred and pro-
fane space. The very thing the Prophet sought to avoid.™

Now, like most Marxists of his ilk, Lefebvre detested the hypo-
critical morality of the middle class and its public pretensions.
Actually, Lefebvre detested the middle class altogether. For
him, the private world of the bourgeoisie was ‘where Eros
dies’;*” hidden away at the end of darkened corridors, lay sex-
ual censure and the ‘filtering of the erotic’.* Against the neo-
assimilationism of aforementioned homonormativity, the very
notion of a queer public space as much as a Muslim public
space, is something that challenges supine assimilation, and
resists a recourse to notions of liberal tolerance that amount to
an ethic of ‘do what you like, but don’t do it here’. The corol-
lary of which is not just the limitation on tolerance — which
itself is a rather limited notion — but a disavowal of the public
reality of possibly dysfunctional aspects of minority communi-
ties. Lefebvre argues that an essential part of sociality, or we
might say coherent group identity, is the production of one’s
own space. It’s the stabilising and normalising alternative to
both polite repression and, at the other end of the spectrum, a
lifetime of ‘pseudo-transgressions’. ™" Lefebvre contrasts this
social existence, a concrete materiality, with mere ideological or
cultural existence.™ Leaving aside the vexed question of ide-
ology in western Marxist thought,”™ we see echoes of this in the
calls for assimilation within the ethics of homonormativity and
the liberalism of so-called ‘boutique multiculturalists’,’ who
delight in limited, essentially superficial forms of difference, but
cannot or will not accept difference at the more fundamental
level, including the notion of spatial difference or exclusion.

This notion of spatial difference and exclusion ties in with my
earlier remark that the threat of queer space exists alongside the
threat to queer space from the forces of homophobic repression.
We saw that the same is true for Muslim space, it is considered
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a threat to secular or non-Muslims space by the mere fact of its
impenetrability. When the logic of capitalism calls for absolute
(but absolutely superficial) disclosure at the level of the sign,
we can see a return to Fanon’s" analysis of the veil that
‘frustrates the colonizer’, through the suggestion that the subject
has a privileged, hidden space — and with it the suspicion of a
privileged epistemology — which the powers-that-be have no
stake in." There’s more than a hint of the clandestine coming
through here, not unlike the ‘small, shadowily identified group’
that Sedgwick associates with the closet, holding to ‘dangerous
truths about a culture’.™ It’s within the reality of what Grace
suggests is a male world constructed around fear, that there
becomes a logic to the formation, after Elaine Showalter, of a
(veiled) women’s space, wherein agency can be rediscovered.™
And the unthinkable could even occur, the production of a space
that escapes the reach of global capital.

Lefebvre is interested in the possibilities that any particular
spatial formation may allow for — especially the possibility of
overcoming capitalism." But in tempering the bullish optimism
of post-structuralists, or (early) queer theorists, we need to re-
cognise that the possibilities of that spatial formation will be
limited by its material antecedents. That is, the possibilities of,
and limitations of, the relationships of production that give rise
to a spatial formation run through it. It’s the easiest thing in the
world to contradict the logic of capitalist space, based as it is on
accomodating and sublimating any number of contradictions,
but surpassing it is something else entirely. And here’s where
the origins of Islam come into play, for Mernissi takes an (un-
acknowledged) Levi-Straussian approach to the history of hijab,
correctly identifying it as an attempt at a symbolic solution to a
social problem: patriarchal violence rooted in economic in-
equality that, for all his attempts, the Prophet Muhammad, being
all too human, could not fix."" Equally, we can see the closet as
a symbolic solution to the problem of heteronormativity and,
again, economic injustice. It’s something that the celebration of
(mere) ‘lifestyle’ as the next stage of queer existence has no
chance of remedying, unless one has faith in individuals to con-
sume their way out of trouble. So I would suggest that any ad-
equate investigation of queer space needs to ensure that we are
not merely working in the realm of the symbolic, that there are,
rather, abiding material differences and alternatives embodied
therein.

Finally, then, I would like to suggest that the connections be-
tween Islamic space and queer space appear, hopefully, rather
intriguing. Even if only because, as Lefebvre argues, the most
interesting spaces are those that are neither completely avail-
able, nor completely unavailable."® Those spaces, in other
words, that require some careful navigation. Hopefully this
paper has shown that the journey is worth taking.
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