
                        
 
 
 
 
 

Lights: The 
MESSA Journal 

Spring 2012 
Issue 3, Volume 1 

 
 
 
 
Copyright © 2012 by The Middle Eastern Studies  Students ’  Association at  
the University  of  Chicago.  
  
All rights reserved. No part of this publication’s text may be reproduced or utilized in any 
way or by any means, electronic, mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any 
information storage and retrieval system without written permission from the Middle 
Eastern Studies Students’ Association board or by the permission of the authors included in 
this edition. 

 



 
ii 

The Middle Eastern Studies Students’ Association’s 
Subcommittee of Publications at 

The University of Chicago 
Spring 2012 Staff 

 
Executive board: 
  
Gwen Collaco, Graphic Design and Digital Editor 
John Macdonald, Review Editor 
Nadia Qazi, Production Editor 
August Samie, Submissions Editor 
Leah Siskind, Managing Editor 
 

Peer reviewers:  
 
Gwen Collaco (UChicago, Center for Middle Eastern Studies) 
Jonathan Cox (New York University, Institute of Fine Arts) 
Lydia Kiesling (UChicago, Center for Middle Eastern Studies) 
John Macdonald (UChicago, Center for Middle Eastern Studies) 
Ciruce Movahedi-Lankarani (UChicago, Master of Arts Program in the Social Sciences)  
Nadia Qazi (UChicago, Center for Middle Eastern Studies) 
Maryam Sabbaghi (UChicago, Divinity School) 
Leah Siskind (UChicago, Center for Middle Eastern Studies) 
 
Editors:  
 
Andrew O’Conner (UChicago, Center for Middle Eastern Studies) 
Tasha Ramos (UChicago, Center for Middle Eastern Studies) 
Sara Ruthven (UChicago, Center for Middle Eastern Studies) 
Saba Sulaiman (UChicago, Center for Middle Eastern Studies) 
Nahuel Telleria (UChicago, Master of Arts Program in the Humanities) 
 
Faculty Advisors:  
 
Dr. Fred M. Donner and Dr. John E. Woods 
 
 
 
 
 



 
28 

Biographies  
 

Naji  Bsisu  
Naji Bsisu is a Master of Arts candidate in Middle Eastern Studies at the University of 
Chicago. Previously, he obtained a Bachelor of Sciences in Business Administration from 
the University of Dayton. In the summer of 2012, he will be attending the Qasid Institute in 
Amman, Jordan through the Critical Language Scholarship. His research interests are: the 
Palestinian and Israeli conflict and their domestic politics, Palestinian insurgency 
movements, counterinsurgency tactics, pan-Arabism as well as democratization in the 
greater Middle East.   
 
Andrew O’Conner 
Andrew O'Connor graduated from the University of Wisconsin - Madison in 2010 with a 
Bachelor of Arts with Honors in History, along with certificates in Middle Eastern Studies, 
Religious Studies, and Medieval Studies. He is currently pursuing a Master of Arts in 
Middle Eastern Studies from the University of Chicago. He is interested in inter-communal 
interactions, identity formation, and the history of Christian - Muslim relations in the Middle 
East, particularly in the context of the Coptic Church in Egypt during the High Middle 
Ages. 
 
John Savage 
John Savage is a US Army Middle East Foreign Area Officer (FAO). He studied Modern 
Standard Arabic at the Defense Language Institute in Monterey, California and served and 
traveled extensively in the Middle East, where assignments have included Amman, Jordan 
and Baghdad, Iraq.  He has most recently served as an advisor to the Deputy Commanding 
General for Operations at the headquarters for US Forces-Iraq in Baghdad from February 
2010 – February 2011.  Currently he is working toward a master’s degree at Harvard’s Center 
for Middle Eastern Studies. 
 
Emily  Silkait is  
Emily Martha Silkaitis is a Master of Arts student in the Center for Middle Eastern Studies.  
She earned her A.A. from the College of DuPage in 2007 and graduated with a B.A. from 
the University of Richmond, where she studied history.  After working for the American 
Civil War Commission in Richmond, Virginia, Emily decided to pursue graduate studies at 
the University of Chicago.  She is interested in early Islamic history and currently has an 
affinity for the Saffarids. 
 
Vanessa Voss 
Vanessa Voss recently received her Master’s Degree in Central Eurasian studies from 
Indiana University with a specialization in Iran and Afghanistan. She was awarded a 
previous Master’s in Philosophy from the University of Houston, with a focus on aesthetics, 
Greek philosophy and postmodern theory. She worked for India Studies and Islamic 
Studies at Indiana University and has worked at the Philosophy department at the 
University of Houston. She has received multiple FLAS awards for the study of Dari and for 
the study of Urdu at the University of Wisconsin. She has traveled to Uzbekistan, Greece 
and India and hopes to spend time in Afghanistan in the coming year. Vanessa’s research 
interests include the ancient history of Greece, India and Persia, the history of music, and the 
history of religion and gender. Currently she is researching the history of corporeality in 
ancient Iran.  



 
64 

Ganymede and Ghulam: 
Eros and the Quest for the Divine in the Classical Greek and Perso-

Arabic Worlds 
By Vanessa Voss 

 
Copyright © 2012 by Vanessa Voss 

All rights reserved. 
 
 
 
 

 When Achilles, hero of Homer’s classic war saga The Iliad, receives news that the 
Trojan commander Hector has killed his dear companion Patroclus, taken the man’s armor, 
and left him naked and disgraced on the battle field, Achilles, the greatest fighter of all the 
troops, weeps and tears his hair like a grieving Greek woman: 
 

A dark cloud of grief came shrouding over Achilles./ Both hands clawing the 
ground for soot and filth,/ he poured it over his head, fouled his handsome 
face/ and black ashes settled into his fresh clean war-shirt./…Achilles lay there 
fallen…/tearing his hair, defiling it with his own hands./…Antilochus kneeling 
near,…/clutched Achilles’ hands as he wept his proud heart out—/ for fear he 
would slash his throat… “Patroclus—the man I loved beyond all other 
comrades, loved as my own life—I’ve lost him…let me die at once/...since it 
was not my fate/ to save my dearest comrade from his death!/…away from his 
fatherland he’s perished, lacking me, my fighting strength, to defend him./ 
But now, since I shall not return to my fatherland…nor did I bring one ray of 
hope to my Patroclus1 

 
The poet Ahmad al-‘Ināyātī was known for frequenting a coffee shop in Damascus 

and drinking many cups of that liquid from a server (sāqī, a cup-bearer) named Ibrāhīm al-
Suyūrī, with whom he was enamored. He writes, 
 

Come, let us polish our rusty souls with the Ibrāhīmic visage. 
Come, let us gaze at the luminous moon which puts the bright sun to shame. 
Come, let us look at the tender branch, swaying in radiant garments. 
Come, let us take the cup from that lavish hand . . . .2 

 
In these two literary examples, a man is impassioned by another man. Patroclus is the 

driving force in Achilles’s heart. When Agamemnon takes Achilles’s war prize, Briseas, and 
thus causes Achilles to lose honor, the only one who can move the brooding Achilles is 
Patroclus. Plato discusses these men in his writings, such as in the Symposium, holding them 
as an example of true lovers.  

 
Al-‘Ināyātī plays with his cup-bearer’s name, including it in his poem to both address 

his lover and call up the important religious figure Ibrāhīm. In his poetic vision, both his sāqī 

                                                
1 Homer. The Iliad. Transl. Robert Fagles (New York: Penguin, 1998),  468-70. 
2 ‘Ināyātī, Ahmad al-, Dīwān, MS(1), fol. 100a; MS(2), fol. 71a, quoted in Rouayheb, Khaled el-, Before 
Homosexuality in the Arab-Islamic World, 1500-1800 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 
42. 
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and the religious figure can cure the “rusty soul.” The moon is often used as a symbol of 
beauty, but it is also a symbol of the heavenly realm.  Al-‘Ināyātī was one of the many poets 
between the 14th and 17th  centuries who wrote in praise of youthful male beauty, often 
glossing over pederasty and speaking only to beauty and longing for men, appealing to the 
needs of the soul, not the body. Achilles and Patroclus are never spoken of as lusting for each 
other’s body, but each other’s presence. In the same way, many Arab poets speak of young 
men as someone longed for in the heart. 

 
There is plenty to unpack in terms of philosophical, religious, and metaphysical values 

when it comes to the topic of homoerotic love and “brotherhood” in both the Classical Greek 
and Islamic worlds. The more one reads of 14th-17th-century poetic tradition in the Islamic 
world (from North Africa to Persia), the more one notices that certain themes are strangely 
familiar to an avid Hellenophile. In this paper, I explore underpinning themes present in both 
Classical Greek and Islamic thought concerning erōs and homoerotic friendship in a 
homosocial context.3 First, I explore the conception of erōs in Plato’s Symposium and then 
discuss the concept of futuwwah in al-Sulami’s work on Sufi chivalry. I then present the 
Greek gender hierarchy—the roles of men, of youths, and women)—and discuss how these 
members of society are described and distinguished from each other metaphorically (women 
as wet, or adult men as the sun) and philosophically (the adult man and his experience of erōs, 
or women’s lack of). Then I bring forth examples which have parallels in Persian and Arabic 
writings (legal and allegorical) and poetry of the 14th through 17th centuries, citing figures 
such as Al-Nābulusī and the figure of the young Turk, or the ghulam (a young man, 
sometimes a servant, who barely shows indications of growing a beard). By comparing these 
two homosocial worlds and their ideas of beauty on unbearded youth, a larger theme between 
the two can be extracted with religious repercussion—the passage to a higher Truth/Divinity 
through the young male face, thus the movement of God into a masculine type.4  
 
Eros  and Futuwwah  

 
In Plato’s Symposium, a group of men argue about the nature of love and what 

counts as the best love. Diotima’s speech is clearly Socrates’s view on love. The Socratic 
speech presents the concept of erōs: proper erōs transcends the body, it is a rebirthing of 
beauty (and thus truth) in the soul, a glimpse of the Higher realm through the beloved, an 
experience from which women are barred because they are “pregnant in the body,” not in the 
soul.5  Love is described as being like a spirit in between a god and a mortal, yet neither 
mortal nor spirit. Mortals also seek love, because in love there can be wisdom (as proper love 
is a link to the gods, who are the bearers of beauty and wisdom). True love is not of the body. 
True love is a relation “in-between,” at first between two wisdom-seeking parties, seeking to 

                                                
3 I use the term homoerotic to mean a same-sex relationship that arouses erotic sentiment, not physical 
excitement. To quote Eileen O’Neill in her essay “(Re)presentations of Eros: Exploring Female Sexual 
Agency,” “the erotic is what expresses sexual arousal and desire rather than what causes them.” I also 
add that physical action upon the erotic sentiment is not part of erōs/erotic love necessarily, but with its 
common use today the meanings become confused. Eros is not physical in nature, but spiritual. 
Gender/Body/Knowledge:Feminist Reconstructions of Being and Knowing,ed. Alison Jagger et al. 
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1992), 68-91. 
4 For Classical Greek society, the maleness of the Truth/God is not impious, but for the Islamic one, it 
is very problematic. This will be addressed in a larger version of this paper. 
5 Plato, Symposium, trans. Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 
1989). For a great discussion and critique of the Symposium, see Luce Irigaray’s essay “Sorcerer Love” 
in An Ethics of Sexual Difference. 



 
66 

share their wisdom, then the “in-between” of the mortal and Divine. The ultimate aim of love 
is Divine wisdom. 

 
Erotic love, proper erotic love, is only for men to experience with each other. Women 

have an overly-corporeal existence, thus cannot see the Truth beyond the veil of the material 
world. Women can never be true lovers, since they are perceived as being unable to seek 
wisdom and thus will never aim at a glimpse of the Divine.6 Again I remind the reader that 
this is not explicitly homosexual love but homoerotic love, not a lust driven by a bodily 
compulsion, but driven by passion for the Divine in the beloved. 

 
In al-Sulami’s work The Way of Sufi Chivalry, the term futuwwah is explained as “the 

way of the fatī,” a fatī being a handsome, brave young man. It is the path towards the ideal, 
noble, and perfect man as well as being that man. “Futuwwah  is above all Love, love is the 
essence of futuwwah, Love of God, of His creation, love of Love . . . .This code of honor leads 
to a state of total consciousness of Truth, not by hearing it or by seeing it, but by being it.”7 
The fatī, the handsome young man, “is he who breaks the idol” meaning that he breaks the 
illusory ego and body and moves towards “Ultimate Reality.”8 The cover of al-Sulami’s book 
even states, “When the light of the heart is reflected in the beauty of face, that beauty is 
futuwwah.”9 

 
For a fatī, love is not a bodily love but a love realized in the interaction with one’s 

close friends, on a social then ultimately spiritual level. Even though the beauty of the face is 
brought up, it is merely a vessel, a reflection, for the Higher good, but not the Good itself. 
The following is a story that al-Sulami relates to the proper expression of futuwwah: 

 
Be among the lovers who obey with pleasure all the wishes of the beloved . . . 
. Let me tell you a story. My friends were in a garden. One of us was 
supposed to bring our meal, but he was late. We went up on the terrace to 
look out for him. We saw approaching us on the path a blind man 
accompanied by a youth with a beautiful countenance. We heard the blind 
man say to the younger one, “You ordered me to do ‘this.’ I did it. You 
prevented me from doing ‘that,’ and I did not do it. I have never acted against 
your wishes. What else do you want from me?” The young man said, “I wish 
you to die.” “Very well, I will die,” replied the blind man. He lay down and 
covered his face. I said to my friends, “That blind man indeed looks lifeless 
but he could not really have died; he must be pretending.” We came down, 
we looked at the man, we shook him and saw he was indeed dead.10 
 

It is interesting to note in this story that the lover is blind. This is no coincidence, for the 
proper practice of loving from an elder to younger man is not said to be bodily love (even if 
hinted at through beautiful faces).  

 

                                                
6 There were many female oracles that had links to god, but because they were unmarried and virgins, 
thus being able to escape their “bodily” restraint, they were not integrated into the everyday world of 
proper society and thus not totally “female” in the eyes of Greek citizenry.  
7  Ibn al-Husayn al-Sulami, The Way of Sufi Chivalry, trans. Tosun Bayrak al-Jerrahi (Rochester: Inner 
Traditional International, 1991), 13-15. 
8  Ibid., 22. 
9  Ibid., cover. 
10 Ibid., 51. 



 
67 

What I would like to explore is the possibility that the concept of futuwwah 
(expressed through a fatī) is similar to the manly virtue leading to proper homosocial erōs in 
Classical Greece. To explore this claim, first I compare the concepts of woman, man, and 
boys in the Classical Greek and Islamic traditions, giving terms for women and boys that have 
parallels in both the Arab-Islamic (Persian-Islamic) and Ancient Greek traditions.  
 
The Classical  Greek World 

 
I start here by giving a simple overview of the Classical Greek concept of gendered 

beings, their properties, and their placement in society.   
 
The Ancient Greek citizen (an adult, bearded man) is argued by Hellenistic 

philosophers (Aristotle mainly) to be rational, dry, complete, and capable of having a telos 
(meaning that he has an over-arching higher purpose, a higher value for his existence). The 
Ancient Greek woman is not a citizen like a man, though she was considered a citizen wife if 
married to a citizen man. She is conceived of as not owning her own telos, but her body is a 
place for male technē (meaning work), a place that must be worked on by that which is active 
(thus male) and has the ability to create something of Form (also male).11  

 
All women are perceived as boundless; that is, they are subject to polluting forces 

more easily (even her sexual organ is an opening to the outside world). Since she is more 
subject to the outside pollution, she is more subject to chaos itself. In Greek mythology, 
Uranus had to cover female chaos (Gaia) in order to create the world, but Gaia had created 
Uranus to do just that.12 Women are also seen as never sexually satisfied. Once a woman is 
sexually initiated in marriage, she is thought to become uncontrollable.13 It was thought that 
only by bearing a child could this carnal aspect of hers relax.  

 
Women are conceived as mixed dirt, wet, porous, unbounded, and lacking in 

completion in the Classical Greek world. Women are also seen as imperfect men. She is 
molusmatōdās (polluted, ritually), apeiros (without boundary), ateleiōtos (without fulfillment, 
incomplete), and  pathikeuomai/pathikos (enjoying passivity). 

 
An important topic to address for this discussion is the Classical idea of what a boy is 

in relation to his society. The boy is not a man, but a male waiting to become a man (one of 
the words for boy is paida, which is neuter). Through the growth of a beard and through his 
“rebirth” by an older man, the youth become a man (not just a male). The boy’s mother gives 
only bodily life. She gives the mere matter. Citizen men give spiritual and public life. He gives 
Form to the matter. There is a named role to be played by both the unbearded boy and the 
older man—that is the epastās and the erōmenos, the lover and the beloved. 

 
This is the foundation on which my assertion of the similarities between the 

expression of eros and futuwwah can truly stand: the lower rank of women as “more bodily” 
and the idea of men needing to rebirth a youth into the man’s world from that “more bodily” 

                                                
11 Aristotle, “On the Generation of Animals,” The Basic Writings of Aristotle, trans. Arthur Platt (New 
York: Modern Library, 2001), 675-680. 
12 David Halperin, John Winkler, and Froma Zeitlin, eds., Before Sexuality: The Construction of 
Erotic Experience in the Ancient Greek World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990), 160. 
Gaia claims it is Zeus that does this, but it might be attributed to Uranus as well.  
13  Ibid., 158. 
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woman’s world. In the Islamic tradition, women do not fare any better in concepts about their 
bodies and spiritual natures.  

 
The Classical  and Post-Classical  Is lamic World 

 
In this section I discuss the similar concepts of women’s nature running throughout 

historical Islamic discourse about women, and then introduce the discussion on the beliefs 
about boys.14  

 
The concepts ‘ql and nafs are defining features in Islamic discourse and also in the 

creation of roles men and women play in Islamic society. ‘ql translates to reason while nafs 
translates to desire or bodily passion. Similar to the discourse in the Western philosophical 
tradition, the formula is that the male is reasonable (thus more spiritual) since he has more ‘ql, 
while the female is more passionate, more bodily (and thus lacking in reason as compared to 
men) since she has more nafs and less ‘ql   to control it.15 Thus, even though Mohammad 
claims all souls are equal before God, saying  

 
Allah has promised the believers—men and women—Gardens under which 
rivers flow to dwell therein forever, and beautiful mansions in Gardens of . . . 
Eden,16 
 

Many scholarly writings and hadith claim women are not as spiritually competent as men. 
While some theorists hold that women were written as equals in the Qur’an (different but 
equal), socially, philosophically, and legally women were still perceived as bodily, wild 
creatures needing a male relative to keep control over them, even though, as Asma Barlas 
argues “they (the Qur’anic verse) make no claims about the female body.”17 

 
It should be noted that nafs is not by nature bad, since it is needed for procreation, for 

eating and survival, but when it is not controlled, one will act badly.18 One must have nafs to 
be a respectable and brave man, but in the case of women, nafs creates in them weakness since 
they lack the reason to control it. This is also the reason given why men should inhabit the 
world of culture and the public, and women the world of nature and the private: men can 
employ the essential nafs under the ropes of ‘ql to wander the world freely and safely, to study 
and be political. Women must be at home to be safe from themselves and others, since their 
nafs cannot be controlled and used for social benefit, but instead would cause social 
disintegration. 19 Their sexuality is too volatile.20  

                                                
14 For much of this discussion of the concept of male and female “qualities” in everyday society, I will be 
relying heavily on Azam Torab’s Performing Islam: Gender and Ritual in Iran (Leiden: Brill 
Publishing, 2007). 
15 Torab, Performing Islam, 49. For a great overview of the history of the reason/passion gender 
division in Western thought, see Genevieve Lloyd’s The Man of Reason (1993). 
16 Interpretation of the Meanings of the Noble Qur'an in the English Language, trans. Muhammad 
Muhsin Khan, At-Taubah (Riyadh: Darussalam, 2001), 9: 72. 
17 Asma Barlas, “Islam and Body Politics: Inscribing (Im)morality” (paper presented at the Conference 
on Religion and Politics of the Body, Nordic Society for Philosophy of Religion, University of Iceland, 
Reykjavik, June 26-28, 2009). For other writers on the history of feminist thought in Islam, see Fatima 
Mernissi and Leila Ahmed. 
18 Even Aristotle’s ethics require certain passions to be employed to achieve his ethics of the “mean.” 
19 As a side note, I would also like to add that in Classical Greek society, citizen women were veiled, if 
they were ever lucky enough to leave their homes. The Greek word for that veil, and the veil worn on 
the wedding day, is called krādemnon which also refers to the “stopping of a bottle.” 
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This idea of women being more passionate and bodily is also linked to the idea of 
fitnah being a female problem. Fitnah loosely means social disorder.21 In Azam Torab’s book, 
Performing Islam: Gender and Ritual in Iran, she speaks of conservative jurists who, wanting 
to argue that women need to be denied control over certain aspects of their life, cite that 
women “are presumed to be the major site of social disorder (fitnah), luring men away from 
God.”22 The folkloric story of Yusuf and Zulaykha is also linked to the idea of fitneh and 
women’s responsibility for it. In this story, Zulaykha, the wife of a Pharaoh, who cannot 
control her desires (nafs), tries endlessly to seduce the handsome and virtuous Yusuf, who 
does not give into her (perhaps because he has control over his nafs  due to his ample amount 
of ‘ql).23 But what is the fitneh that Zulaykha is causing? What disorder? It is not just that she 
is seeking sexual fulfillment outside of her marriage (a marriage which perhaps she did not 
particularly want, as it was a royal marriage); it is that she is assuming the male role of active 
sexual drive, pursuit, and thus making Yusuf the passive receiver. The passive role is not 
meant for a respectable man in society, just like in Classical Greek society. That is the role for 
women. This reversal is completely disastrous to the patriarchal paradigm, thus complete 
fitneh.24 
 
 Another misogynistic ideological structure within historical Islamic discourse is the 
concept “sawt al-mar‘a ‘awra,” meaning “the voice of a woman is a shameful thing.”25 The idea 
that women’s voices are dangerous is not an idea from the Qur’an (many of the misogynistic 
practices listed so far are not from the Qur’an), but from later Islamic theorists, such as the 
11th century Persian Islamic theologian and philosopher Al-Ghazali. In his writing about 
music, Al-Ghazali claims that women should not sing, even if they are not seen, because their 
voices lead to lustful thinking (even young beardless boys should take care in singing, since 
they might be too enticing). This also can be linked back to the idea that women are by nature 
filled with more nafs. Al-Ghazali says, “but with women, there is something more which 
effects the moving of lust.”26 Obviously, the “something” which causes the arousal of lust is the 
abundance of nafs that a woman carries within her female essence. It almost seems that a 
woman’s abundance of passion can spring from her mouth like a fishing net which catches 
men, strong and weak alike. But even more dangerous, this voice can cause confusion in 
spiritual music. A woman’s voice might draw a man away from God when he attempts to be 
closer to God, or he might get the lust for the woman confused with his “lust” for God. “So he 
over whom a passion has gained control,” Al-Ghazali says, “applies all he hears to that passion 
. . . . yea, the thoughts which control the heart weigh more than the expression of what is 

                                                                                                                                      
20  Lawrence Rosen, Bargaining for Reality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 34-37. 
21 Fitneh here means the disorder, or the breaking of order, which occurs when women are seductive. 
Fitneh could be described as anything breaking society, or one’s relationship to God. 
22  Torab, Performing Islam, 50,55 
23 Ibid., 60. It is also a note of interest that the Yusuf in this story is the Joseph from the Bible, the 
favorite son of Jacob, and that Zulaykha is Potifer’s wife, unnamed in the Bible. What is also interesting 
is that poets such as Jami portray Zulaykha with sympathy, since she loves so purely, whereas the 
conservative Sunni or Shia explanation for her love is purely naf-based carnal lust and wicked. 
24 Afsaneh Najmabadi gives a pointed interpretation of the story in which the theme is that the men in 
these kinds of tales need to be removed from the “corporeality” of women, thus the driving force of the 
conclusion. “Reading ‘Wiles of Women’ Stories as Fictions of Masculinity,” Imagined Masculinities, 
147-168. 
25 The quote in Al-Ghazali’s writing clearly says women’s voices aren’t always shameful, but when they 
are singing, it is always a shameful thing, since “hearing may invite to looking and drawing near, which 
is unlawful.”  Ihya’ Ulum ad-Din of Al-Ghazali, trans. D.B MacDonald, Journal of the Royal Asiatic 
Society (April 1901), 234-236. 
26  Al-Ghazali 236. 
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heard.”27 So even if a man who is trying to reach out to unite with God already is being 
ensnared by the passionate sound of a woman’s voice, that passionate voice will trump the 
intent of the song (even the intent of the man, too). Even if the woman sings of God, the 
expression is lost under the passionate heart. Thus, women should not even sing sacred Sufi 
songs. Yet again, we see the theme that women are perceived to hinder man’s relationship 
with the divine.28  

 
Women fare no better in the Classical and Post-Classical Islamic world as in the 

Classical Greek world. In both worlds, women are polluted (molusmatōdās/nejas), without 
boundary, chaotic (apeiros/fitneh), and lusting (ateleiōtos/nafs)29. Though it seems that in the 
Islamic tradition, women are not viewed pathikeuomai/pathikos (as enjoying passivity, as 
craving to become passive sexually), there is still the fear in both societies that a male youth 
might learn to enjoy being sexually passive, which is still female in some way.30  
  
 I have shown that in both these worlds, women were seen as a lower, more bodily. 
There was a fear that since young boys were raised in a woman’s universe, they would become 
like women. It was up to the elder men to bring the young males into manhood, into the 
public life. This also meant bringing them into a higher realm, with the possibility of wisdom 
and glimpsing the Divine. How does this translate into socially-acceptable behavior between 
two men, especially the younger wanting to join the spiritual realm of the elder man, who has 
already separated from the “lesser” world of women?  I will now discuss the proper 
relationship between men and youths in both these societies and how they compare and 
contrast. I first expand on the concept of erōmenos (the beloved) and erastās (the lover), and 
then discuss the roles of the youth in the Islamic world. I will also give examples of what these 
“social rebirthing” relationships were not supposed to be, giving the examples of the 
kinaidoi/katapugones and the lutī/mukhannath. 
 
The Youthful  Male and the Man: The Greek World 
 

In this section, I discuss the relationship between a youthful male and an older citizen 
man and what is acceptable for a future and current citizen and what is not.  

 
The man-boy relationship is called the relationship of an erastās and an erōmenos. 

The erastās is the older man who is a part of society, a citizen who has a beard and a legal 
wife. He is a full grown man and dominates in many ways (over women, over slaves and non-
citizens, and, to a point, over boys). An erōmenos is the young male who has not yet become a 
man but does not belong in the woman’s world any longer. He is a male waiting to become a 
man. He is the passive one courted by the dominating, active erastās, and although the youth 
himself is passive, he does not take pleasure from being the passive partner (because he is soon 
to become a man through his relationship with the erastās, not a woman, who enjoys passivity 
in relation to a man).  

                                                
27  Ibid., 238. 
28 It should be noted that the thoughts on women vary in practice in the Modern Islamic world, with 
sects that allow men and women to pray together, women to sing, and women to walk in public 
uncovered. Here I am giving historical theory alongside some of its practice in more conservative 
societies.  
29 I think here that these terms are comparable. The Classical Greek-given reason for women’s 
unending lust is due to their incompleteness. I am currently researching more words of comparison for 
carnality.  
30  This is also an issue I am still researching and will explore at a later time. 
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It can be dangerous for the young Greek male to be rebirthed into the homosocial 

world of males: he could learn to enjoy passivity. In the event of this, he risks losing his 
rightful place as a citizen. If he becomes a pathikos (passive partner who enjoys his position) 
or a katapugones (a man who seduces men and enjoys acting like/being a woman), he is in 
danger of not becoming an “active” man. Any youth who wishes to be a citizen (who is eligible 
and non-foreign) must be reborn a man, for one cannot be a citizen if he is like a “passive” 
woman. Women (those who are passive) are not citizens.   

 
Another danger for the Greek youth was learning to love women. Loving women 

might lead to becoming a woman and thus becoming passive (anterōs). An adulterer was not 
admonished for taking women who belong to other men, but admonished by allowing himself 
to be too interested in women and thus becoming one himself. The Greek word for a male 
adulterer is moichos, and he is not passive in his nature but turns passive through contact 
with women who corrupt him by turning him into them.31 Women’s ability to turn men into a 
pathikos is a danger, even when men appear to be the active, dominant figure; thus, one must 
limit their contact with them to maintain proper manhood. 

 
Proper erotic love is not end-driven or sexually-driven for either parties involved. The 

boy is not insatiable like women and not a public commodity like a male or female pornā (a 
sex worker). The beloved boy has beauty that can lead the lover to the Divine (the Platonic 
idea of erōs). Platonic erōs defines divine love as “vertical,” leading upwards. These themes 
(the proper place of the beloved boy and the path via erotic love to the Divine) will also arise 
in the Perso-Arabic context which is discussed in the next section.  

 
The main issue I would like the reader to take with them from this section is the idea 

of man-young male love as superior and also the gender hierarchy within Greek society, where 
women/passives are on the bottom and the dominant/actives are on the top. Why is the man-
boy relationship better? It is because it is the love of a man who will create a man (socially), 
another higher being like himself. It is only by loving the beauty of the young man that an 
adult man can see the Divine, the Truth, and Wisdom (because a love of a woman is bound by 
procreative desires).  As the older man glimpses the younger, he is on the first step in giving 
birth to the experience of divinity between the pair. As Diotima puts it in her speech in the 
Symposium,  

 
Some people are pregnant in the body, and for this reason turn more to 
women and pursue love in that way, providing themselves through childbirth 
with immortality . . . while others are pregnant in the soul . . .  and these are 
pregnant with what is fitting for the soul to bear and bring to birth. And what 
is fitting? Wisdom and the rest of virtue . . .”32 
 

And who will be the group that is birthing Truth? Men. Who will be allowed to glimpse the 
Divine through erotic love (which is not of the body)?  Men. And it is men who are lucky 
enough to be able to glimpse Divinity in the Islamic Arabic and Persian tradition as well. 
 
 
 
                                                
31  James Davidson, Courtesans and Fishcakes: The Consuming Passions of Classical Athens (New 
York: Harper Perennial, 1999), 165-6. 
32 Plato, Symposium, 56. 
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The Youthful  Male and Man: The Islamic World 
 
I have shared all these terms to begin my discussion of the similarities underlining the 

use (abuse) of erōs, not just in Classical Greek culture (and its diffusion and preservation 
through philosophy and reapplication in the Christian writings of those like Augustine), but 
its apparent influence (or perhaps native development) in the Arab-Islamic world of the 14th 
through 17th centuries.  

 
Men in the Classical and Post-Classical Islamic World, since they are in a world 

separate from women (like in Classical Greece), engage in a form of romantic love with each 
other. The appropriate relationship occurs when an older man takes an interest in a younger 
man (the nawkhat or āmrad).33 The younger man must be seen in a religious, enlightening 
way—an older man can see God’s beauty and goodness in him. If he perceived the boy with 
carnal desire, he is not engaging in anything socially acceptable: he becomes a lutī, or 
sodomite.34  

 
This paradigm, which parallels the Greek one, has a rich history in poetic works in 

Arabic and Persian by which this homoerotic affection is expressed. In this section I use 
poetic examples to prove that the paradigm of erastās /erōmenos applies to the Perso-Arabic 
world. I have already shown that their views on women and boys are parallel, and by giving 
the poetic examples, I strengthen my point.  
  
In the Greek tradition, the youth was meant to show the elder, who was rebirthing him into 
the male society, a glimpse of the Divine. The role of the religious shāhid, who was himself an 
āmrad, plays this role in the Classical Islamic world. Consider the following poetic verses:  
 

In beauty and masculinity there is a secret unknown except to the sanctified… 
 

One who does not believe in seeing beauty is an unbeliever.  
 
“Oh boy,” if I regard you as a body, and if I ascend to a higher level I say, 
“Spirit of essences,” 
 
And if I reduce you and me to nothing I say, “O Lord, in his most  
comprehensive attribute.” 35 
 

Poets write about male beauty as a path to the divine, and that looking at young boys as a 
meditative/religious practice could allow someone in their right mind to glimpse God. El-
Rouayheb says,  
 

In other words, looking at physical beauty was not in itself sufficient for the 
appearance of love on the part of the beholder. In Arab-Islamic love theory, 

                                                
33 The terms I will be using are drawn primarily from works like Najmabadi’s book Women with 
Mustaches and Men without Beards: Gender and Sexual Anxieties of Iranian Modernity (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005) and el-Rouayheb’s book, Before Homosexuality in the Arab-
Islamic World, 1500-1800. 
34 This topic has been elaborated on in detail through Islamic law about what is appropriate between 
partners. Liwāt (sodomy) is never defended as appropriate and often given as a reason to sometimes 
avoid youthful boys, because the temptation might be to see them carnally. 
35   Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality, 101-3. 
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aesthetic appreciation (istihsān) usually featured as the first stage in a process 
that culminates in passion, ardent infatuation . . . . It was recognized that love 
was not simply a function of physical beauty, and could instead cause a 
person to see as beautiful that which was not so. Those who saw love as 
sublime and praiseworthy were inclined to reject deflationary explanations 
that would make it the effect of lustful looking or the excessive accumulation 
of semen in the body.36 

 
But this is not just the contemporary author who is placing modern ideas of beauty and the 
Divine in homoerotic content. El-Rouayheb bases this assertion on the writings of Sufi 
mystics, poets and philosophers hundreds of years before him. Poets write of the youthful 
beauty of a male face in terms not of lust but of an intricate supernatural experience between 
the elder and the youth. The youth gains wisdom through the words of the elder, that is 
admission into male society. The elder gains a glimpse of the Divine through the practice of 
istihsān (aesthetic appreciation) by the vehicle of naẓar (gazing). A key element shared in the 
Platonic school of homoerotic lover and the al-Nābulusī path of thought is this concept of 
aesthetic contemplation. Philosophers and poets in both schools wrote theories attempting to 
account for how the glimpse of the Divine is in the youthful face. One writer, Zayn al-‘Abindīn 
al-Bakrī al-Siddīqī, theorized a divine origin of youthful beauty similar to that Aristophanes’s 
story in Plato’s Symposium, in which the soul was once spherical and now looks for its 
counterpart in order to create a perfect “whole.” In Aristophanes’s speech, confoundingly, the 
privilege is given to male-male “sphere-souls” that have joined, and he brushes off the male-
female and female-female as being lower order. It might be possible to assume al-Siddīqī 
would draw the same conclusion, regardless of this miss-step of logic due to the idea of the 
male face as the vehicle for the Divine. 

 
One of the most prominent writers on the theme of the homoerotic lover is al-

Nābulusī. He gives many accounts of love between men and āmrad, citing specifically their 
purity and lack of carnality. He writes that any man who sees the āmrad /elder relationship as 
carnal is ignorant of beauty and even ignorant of the Divine. He writes, “love (al-mahabbah) is 
different from the sexual desire (al-shahwah), and this everyone knows from himself if he 
abandons obstinacy.”37 This means that once one has been initiated into the glimpse of the 
divine via a shāhid, that a true lover will no longer question the carnality or baseness of the 
love. The cooked will remain cooked, never to become raw again. They will understand that 
the love is the love of God through the young boy, not of the young embodied male himself. 
To love a young male properly one cannot have it be a carnal love, for “base, carnal love aims 
at satisfying the self’s desires. By contrast, the mystical love of beauty involves an annihilation 
of the self—and attempts to become a transparent medium for the outflow of the divine love 
directed at divine beauty.”38 And this beauty is not bound up in ego fulfillment and desire, but 
of losing the ego via love (that is overcome by Love). It should be noted here that losing the 
ego is an essential part of futuwwah as well.  

 
When he (Sa’id ibn ‘Uthman al-‘Abbas) was circumambulating the Kaaba, 
there came into his heart a vast sense of love, and he uttered the words, “O my 
beloved!” Then he heard a secret voice say, “Are you not yet prepared to give 
up your attachment to the feeling of love?” He fainted. When he returned to 

                                                
36  Ibid., 91. 
37 Ibid., 88. 
38 Ibid., 91.  
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consciousness, he heard himself saying, “I am nothing, I am nothing, I am 
nothing.”39 
 

Al-‘Abbas became enlightened about the Divine when he realized that Love is beyond the 
feeling of love: it is giving up that bodily feeling and seeing Love. Feeling love requires an ego. 
Being Love, experience true Love, is egoless.  

 
There was much written for and against such relationships. Legal writers, such as 

Ibn Hajar, claimed that looking at boys was by nature satanic or incarnationism (ḥalūl).40 
There were also those in Athens who challenged the erastās /erōmenos relationship as well. 
Both sets of criticism were based in the idea that no one was truly capable of looking beyond 
beauty to the Divine, but all were stuck in carnal lust. As proponents of the youth-man 
relationship claim, those who have not experienced seeing the Divine in a youthful face 
cannot understand going beyond carnality.41 To one initiated, there is poetry and Divine 
presence in the beloved’s face. It is not worshiping something other than God but a direct link 
to God.  

 
What does such a view of true love do the status of women as partners and as being 

capable of seeing the Divine? Such questions are bound to follow such a debate. While many 
writers claimed that the Divine could be perceived in a female face (though it was more easily 
found in a male face due to the assumed carnal drive present in seeing a woman’s face), there is 
not much written about women seeing the Divine in a male face. How can women be barred 
from the experience of the Divine if the Divine is truly egalitarian? In Greek society, the 
relegation of the Divine to the male sphere is unproblematic since their religious system 
allows multiplicity of forms, genders, and qualities. For followers of Islam, relegating God to 
the male-only sphere contradicts the philosophy of the Qur’an in two ways: it masculinizes 
God and also ignores the words of equality originally found in God’s Word. If the beloved in 
Sufi poetry is often described as a shāhid who also makes the good and beautiful visible in this 
world, what does that add to the understanding of God? The intended (or unintended) 
consequence is the maleness of God. If beauty is glimpsed more often through a male face, is 
not God then associated with maleness?42  

 
I conclude by pointing to this serious issue of the masculinization of the Divine in 

Islamic writings of homoerotic love. The Divine, in the Islamic tradition, is a genderless 
Being and to attribute a gender onto the Divine is to commit blasphemy. Yet little has been 
written on the history of this blasphemous masculinization of God in Islam. I hope that by 
starting the questioning of such concepts of masculinity, boyhood, and womanhood 
embedded in poetic and religious writings in Islamic history, the door can be opened to 
ungendering the Divine and rethinking gender itself in the substantive world. This paper is 
one small step in the questioning of basic assumptions of gender and divinity still latent in the 
history.  
 

                                                
39  Sulami, Sufi Chivalry, 47. 
40  Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality, 112. 
41 I happen to agree, and in my expansion of this paper, I will give legal critics’s views on what they 
think was always liwat and more examples of defense against these critics by Sufi masters and poets.  
42 When this paper is expanded, I will be using feminist theory to show how concepts (in this case The 
Divine) become masculine. Using critical tactics such as those Irigaray uses towards Aristotle and 
Plato, I will try to unpack the misogyny inherent in Islamic philosophy. I will also be using Asma 
Barlas’s book Believing Women in Islam to aid my case.  
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