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Overview
• Islam’s
depiction
of
homosexuality is rigidly framed
within a discourse of sin and
deviation; this ideology is
advocated in a number of
Muslim countries through the
legalized punishment of gay
men and lesbian women (Siraj,
2012).

Overview
• The stigma associated with
homosexuality is reflected in the
scarce amount of research.
• There
is
limited
research
concerning homosexuality in the
Islamic world.
• The little research that does exist
concerns issues pertaining to
– Islam’s rejection of homosexuality
– The lack of social acceptance for
sexual minorities
– Issues of legal prohibition

Overview

• Furthermore, no empirical
research examines the issue of
homosexuality and sport in the
Islamic world. Also in the Islamic
country of Tunisia, the site of
this research.
• Negative
representations
surrounding homosexual issue
may partly explain the lack of
work on gay and lesbian
athletes.

Overview

Overview
• Gay and lesbian athletes are consequently kept as
invisible as possible. They are perceived as not conform
to sports ethics.
• Like other Muslim countries, Tunisia represents a culture
in which male homosexuality is conflated with
femininity and physical weakness. Increasingly, men, gay
or straight, wishing to avoid the cultural suspicion of
being thought gay are culturally forced to distance
themselves from feminized terrains, and instead choose
to invest in heteromasculine environments.

Overview
• As such, sport has always been described as an
important site for the social construction of masculinity
and heterosexual reproduction (Pronger, 1990). It is
recognized as a space that reflects the dominant
tendencies of the global society.
• Specifically, it is in practicing sports of selection that
men sculpt their bodies, increase their gender capital
and therefore distance themselves from suspicion of
being thought as gays (Anderson, 2005).

Objective
• I explore the sport of bodybuilding
and its heterosexualizing function for
the male body in Tunisia.
• Through Bilal's personal experience, I
try to explore the double role that
sport can play:
– as a space that reflects gender
inequalities.
– an effective way to camouflage a
subordinate identity

Homosexuality and masculinity under Islam
• Gender identities are strictly attached to biological
sex.
• The predisposition of a man is to occupy a valued
position of power in the social hierarchy.
Man in Islam
virile, hard, and sexually dominant.
• Even effeminate men who convey feminine traits
lose their respectability and belonging to the
dominant male order.
The Prophet Muhammad cursed men who imitate women and he said : “Throw them out of
your houses.” (Al-Bukhari, 5885).

Homosexuality and masculinity under Islam
• Homosexuality in Islam is reduced only to the socalled passive.
• Accordingly, in some Muslim countries, men are
willing to engage in same-sex sex if they are the top,
without being socially labeled as gay.
• For a man who is sexually attracted to other men,
he must hold social respect and masculine capital;
he must put forth the persona of a heterosexual,
masculine identity in public life.

Masculinity, Male Homosexuality and Sport
• Sport :
– a place for the deployment of a sexual ideology
– an institution that promotes heterosexuality

• In Tunisian context:
– Sports culture reproduces traditionally gender values
(Lachheb,2008, 2013)
– Lesbian sportswomen are constantly confronted with
heterosexual normative prescriptions (Hamdi et al,
2016)
Moreover… Men, regardless of their sexual orientation, are called upon
to raise their male capital to avoid suspicion of being perceived as
homosexual (Messner, 2004)

Masculinity, Male Homosexuality and Sport
• Bodybuilding :
– Celebrates a very masculine
physical culture
– Worships and reflects a muscular,
and hyper-heterosexual body

• To remedy to a "crisis of
masculinity" (White and Gillet,
1994)
As Such… a close relationship
between this sport and the
world of homosexuality.

Method
• Participant:
Bilal (a pseudonym) a bodybuilder gay.
25 years old and lives in the region of
Tunis. He has been practicing
bodybuilding for 9 years.

• Procedures:
Semi-structured, in-depth interviews
(Kaufman, 1996)

Male homosexuality and social stereotypes
• Studies homosexuality issue in Tunisian context show
recently that gays and lesbians suffer from multiple forms
of oppression (Ben Alaya, 2011, Lachheb, 2016).
• Such attitudes have often been explained by the
proliferation of orthodox religious beliefs.
• However, although the figure of homosexuality is negative
and contemptuous, male homosexuality is much
misunderstood as feminine.
• The dominant stereotype is that every gay man who
receives anal sex is effeminate.

It is more permissible for a woman to be a
lesbian, but it is not acceptable for a man
to be gay … Gays are stigmatized and
refuted much more than lesbians. Maybe
because gay men lose their sacred
masculine identities, and that is serious in a
masculinized society like the ours.

Male homosexuality and social stereotypes
• Bilal believes that this effeminacy is the origin of hostility
toward them. This hostility does not accurate against me
who penetrate.
• While Bilal subscribes to the belief that active gays should
be more valued than passive, he does not define active and
passive according to sexual activity, but instead gendered
representation.
• He values the embodiment of masculinity against the
stigmatization of embodied femininity.

There is a difference between a gay and
effeminate. I like to be gay not a sissy. I am
a gay man … I am against a homosexual
who does not feel masculine, and I feel too
masculine… It has no relation with being
passive or active. I can introduce you to
someone who is hyper-masculine but he is
passive in bed.

Male homosexuality and social stereotypes
• Merabet’s (2004) study of homosexuality in
Beirut showed that gays with an effeminate
appearance are seen as a source of
embarrassment and are much more rejected
by the homosexual community in Lebanon.

Sometimes you find a gay man with a
perfect body and a heterosexual
appearance when he sees another gay
effeminate, soft and fragile he insults him
by homophobic language, as if he was not
gay. He [the masculine gay man] will shout
at him [the feminine gay man] ‘oh what
sick, what perverse, fag.’

Male homosexuality and social stereotypes
• Bilal lives in a homophobic culture, in which men
seeking the performance of hypermasculinity in
order to avoid cultural homosexualization.
• Bilal indicates that this environment has a direct
influence on the beliefs and behaviors of
homosexuals.
• He said that the primary source of stereotypes for
homosexuals
lies
within
their
physical
appearance, their manner and body language.

As soon as I arrive to my neighborhood, I
change the way I walk and even the
position of the backpack and my clothes I
adjusted. I always control my acts because I
live in a populace space. Everything must
be calculated … it is not like with my friends
… gays learn to be like chameleons: they
change depending to
place and
circumstances.

Male homosexuality and Sport in Tunisia
• Gay male athletes are underrepresented in sports
that are culturally coded as masculine (Bos, 2009)
Hypotheses for their absence:
1.
2.

3.

Gay men in these leagues remain silent about their sexuality – the
‘silence’ hypothesis
Gay men choose not to play sports – the ‘non-participation’
hypothesis
Gay men are less likely than straight men to achieve professional
status – the ‘selection’ hypothesis

Male homosexuality and Sport in Tunisia
• Some studies find that many gay men choose for
their homosexuality relatively friendly sports to not
be very active in competitive contact sports.
• Anderson and McCormack (2010) postulate that gay
men are concentrated on feminized sports (eg,
aerobics, dance, cheerleading, etc.) while
heterosexual men possess the cultural capital to
play any sport.

The choice of bodybuilding
• A factor of ‘man production’ because it includes
characteristics of strength, endurance and selfcontrol.

• It is not just about doing any sport, but doing a
type of sport that reflects a ‘real powerful man’, a
heterosexual; and thus Bilal describes this
masculine archetype as ‘an authentic man’

I invested in this area because I really feel
that I’m a ‘real’ man not like other gays …
the qualities of strength, power and
aggressiveness are compatible with my
homosexuality. I feel very well when I’m in
the gym.

The choice of bodybuilding
• Also, Bilal describes the solitary nature of gyms
and fitness centers as partly explaining the gay
attraction for these places.
• Importantly, the constant renewal of customers as
well as the anonymity permits gay men to gaze
upon other men without over-gazing at any
particular man the way one might inadvertently
do if playing a team sport which has a finite and
stable population of players (Ferez and Elling,
2009).

Being a member of a private gym in Tunis is
expensive. So these spaces welcome a
specific category of person; people from
the favored class they cannot find in other
sports ... also everyday there are new faces
and you are not obliged to know them all. I
feel confident and secure over there.

The social role of bodybuilding
• Another advantage of bodybuilding is that it helps
men to forge a more socially-idolized body, that can
be attractive to potential other gay men in the gym
space.
• Hargreaves (2000, p. 152) argues that “in the gay
imagery, musculature increases the homoeroticism
of the body”.

“My friends were surprised by the
transformation of my body. Sport,
and especially fitness, helps me to
build a nice and attractive body to
seduce guys”.

The social role of bodybuilding
• The gym provides Bilal a sculpted veneer of
heterosexuality for when he leaves the gym space
and this shields him against the homophobic
suspicions of homosexuality because he does not
have a girlfriend.
• Like competitive contact sports, gyms can serve as a
vehicle through which a dominant ethos of
orthodox masculinity is transmitted.

Since we have the notion that the
heterosexual is muscular; he is athletic;
and he trains, the gym means hypermasculinity, etc. So people associate it all
with virility and also associate virility
with heterosexuality … they do not
realize that an athlete can be gay.

The social role of bodybuilding
• For Bilal sport contributes to a strategy of resistance
and prevention against homophobic threats.
• He does not use sport for victory, the way it might
be used by heterosexual men, but instead for the
mirroring of orthodox masculinity. The better one is
at sport, the stronger and more hypertrophic one
becomes, the more tangible the prize –immunity
from homosexual suspicion.

In sport we [homosexuals] must prevail and
win the trust of others. We must be like them
[heterosexuals] … I therefore work hard in the
training sessions. I do my best so that they do
not remark anything about my homosexuality.
My performance has a strong point that helps
me to overcome the criticisms of my
surroundings.

The social role of bodybuilding
• Bilal notes that in accord with silent competition,
indirectly, athletes experience victories and defeats
against other gym-goers.
• The gym serves a place that permits him to gaze
with sexual desire upon those he competes against,
but that his gaze is understood as mandating
silence.

If you talk about your homosexuality in
the club, people around you will treat
you as miboun [fag] and be sure they will
stigmatize you because the gym is a
small field … For this reason I do my
coming out well outside of the gym.

I fear getting in trouble, that’s why I’m
discreet. I’m afraid because it’s really
difficult to anticipate the reactions of these
homophobic persons. Even if they show me
that they are in favor of my homosexuality,
I always deny and I show that I am an
"ordinary" boy, heterosexual.

Conclusions
• Bodybuilding sport seems to be an unwelcoming
space for gay men.
• Gay men learn to conceal their homosexual identity
and to incorporate heterosexual societal values in
order to protect themselves against heterosexism
and homophobia.
• As such, Muslim gay and lesbian athletes find
themselves wedged between the hammer of
society and the anvil of sport.

