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  Preface and Acknowledgments   

 More than a year has passed since the first publication of this book in French. I have 
taken advantage of this first English version to take into consideration recent material 
related to my topic and to clarify my thoughts on certain aspects. Some readers suggested 
that I further clarify certain theoretical questions, especially regarding the use of the 
words “homosexual” or “homosexuality,” which can vary greatly depending on historical 
or cultural context. They’ve also proposed that I further affirm my position for a greater 
recognition of the diversity of experiences of men who have sex with men and for more 
social justice for them. The concept of globalization, which includes diversity but also 
universalization of the Western model of gay rights, has been revised to make room for 
the threats they may pose in a non-Western context. 

 I want to express my gratitude and thanks to those who allowed me to persevere. 
The religious sphere encompasses a vast realm of knowledge and human experience, 
in many cases traditions going back to thousands of years. Research material on homo-
sexuality within the various religious traditions is not always accessible, given the taboo 
that has long surrounded the issue and that, unfortunately, still persists. First, I want to 
thank Raynald, my life partner of over 30 years, for his invaluable advice, encourage-
ment, and moral support in difficult times. I also extend my gratitude to friends and 
former colleagues who have patiently read the manuscript and made valuable sugges-
tions and corrections: Shrinivas Tilak, independent scholar and writer of many books on 
Hinduism; Frederick B. Bird, Professor Emeritus of religion at Concordia University; 
Clarise Samuels, Canadian short story writer; and Ross Higgins, anthropologist and lec-
turer at the Universit é  du Qu é bec  à  Montr é al. My thanks also go to my friends Waldeck 
Sylvestre and Paul-Emile Pierre who have so kindly introduced me to Krey ò l Ayisyen. 

 I am also grateful to the following publishers for giving me permission to reproduce 
some passages of books published by them: Concordia Publishing House ( Luther’s Works  
Vol. 7), Office of the Law Clerk and Parliamentary Counsel, House of Commons Canada 
(Standing Committee on Justice and Human Rights,  Evidence Reports ), Wilfrid Laurier 
University Press ( The Book of Gomorrah , Pierre J. Payer, translator), University of Texas 
Press (Pierre Hurteau, “Catholic Moral Discourse on Male Sodomy and Masturbation 
in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,”  Journal of the History of Sexuality , Vol. 4, 
No. 1 [July 1993]: 1–26), and Stanford University Press ( The Epic of Gilgamesh , Maureen 
Gallery Kovacs, translator), the University of Chicago Press ( Mystical Poems of Rumi , trans. 
A. J. Arberry and Ehsan Yarshater), and Jaafar Abu Tarab ( Carousing with Gazelles ). 

 I also wish to thank Burke Gerstenschlager, religion/philosophy academic editor at 
Palgrave Macmillan, for having confidence in my work, and for his help at every stage of 
the realization of this project. I also extend my thanks to his assistant, Madeleine Crum, 
and Deepa John who managed with great professional skill and patience the copyediting 
and typesetting processes.     



     Introduction     

 Binary distinctions are an analytic procedure, but their usefulness does not guarantee 
that existence divides like that. We should look with suspicion on anyone who declared 
that there are two kinds of people, or two kinds of reality or process. 

 —Mary Douglas  1    

  The idea of writing this book appeared to me several years after reading the collective 
work  Homosexuality and World Religions , published in 1993. The thought of putting 
views of different religious traditions side by side seemed interesting. It permitted me 
to put certain judgments about homosexual practices in perspective and compare their 
levels of tolerance for homosexuality. 

 After spending my first summer as a pensioner luring bass, pike, and sturgeon in the 
St. Lawrence River, the cold winter of 2006 invited me to exchange the fishing rod for 
my computer keyboard and begin work on my project. After a short examination of the 
book that was the source of my motivation, I felt I had to approach the subject differ-
ently.  Homosexuality and World Religions  was the result of the collaboration of several 
specialists from each of the traditions studied. So, I had to ask myself, could I honestly 
face the challenge alone, without specialized academic training in the religions to be 
addressed, with the exception of Christianity and Buddhism? Upon reflection, I con-
vinced myself that those others before me, such as David Greenberg (1988) and Louis 
Crompton (2003), had successfully attempted a similar experiment while researching 
homosexuality throughout civilization. 

 Such a project usually must rely on other experts who work from primary sources. 
Working alone may be perceived as a handicap, insofar as access to primary sources is 
then possible only through translated material. Involuntary exclusion of certain sources 
may happen simply due to the absence of translations. 

 However, several reasons drove me to take on the adventure. A single author could 
provide more cohesion. Such cohesion was lacking in  Homosexuality and World Religions . 
After reading it, I wondered about the effectiveness of its approach with readers with no 
particular knowledge of these religious traditions and who are abruptly plunged into a 
complicated and scholarly discussion about homosexuality. For the reader to grasp the 
doctrinal foundation and the scope of any religious discourse or teaching on homo-
sexuality, it becomes essential to provide a brief overview of the religious traditions and 
their developments. Also, for the same reasons, any thorough analysis of the discourse 
on homosexuality is not possible without first taking a close look at the religious views 
on sex in general. Therefore, each chapter follows the same pattern: (1) the religious 
tradition itself, (2) the religion’s views on sexuality, and finally (3) the religion’s views 
on homosexuality. 

 Mary Douglas’s assertion, quoted in the epigraph, accents the underlying theme of 
the book. Serious differences lie at the core of diverse experiences of sexuality in the 
religious traditions of the world. These differences cannot be reconciled by means of 
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a reductive discourse that seeks to understand homosexuality through universalizing 
binomial concepts, such as the heterosexuality/homosexuality dichotomy. This prospect 
imposes that I endorse a context-sensitive and historicist methodology, thereby treating 
information according to specific context, such as historical period, original culture, and 
social organization. 

 I chose to focus my attention on the following religious traditions: Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and Afro-Caribbean and Afro-Brazilian reli-
gions. I could also have included extinct religions, but there is material in abundance 
concerning Roman, Greek, or even ancient Near East religions. I may also add that, 
from the very start, I wished to reach the widest audience possible, including profes-
sional educators and social workers in search of a solid understanding of the experiences 
of men sexually attracted to men. For that reason, I excluded chthonic religions; they 
may generate great academic interest, but they have a weaker social impact. The general 
public is not familiar with diacritical marks used to transliterate foreign languages. For 
this reason, I have decided not to use them, and I write foreign words close to the way 
they are pronounced. I decided to use Chinese characters in order to avoid any possible 
confusion, as this language is not alphabetic, and only ideograms can deliver with cer-
tainty the meaning of words. 

 Canada and Western societies as a whole are increasingly faced with cultural diver-
sity, and the solutions that are adopted to integrate marginal sexualities have acquired 
their own history and social dynamic. Other societies have chosen different paths. The 
paradigm of sexual orientation projected homosexuality as a fundamental characteristic 
of the person. It specified a type of personality with rights and distinct legal protections. 
This emancipation pattern originated from the emergence of human rights philosophy 
in the West, something that did not necessarily occur in other cultures. Gay youths liv-
ing in America or Europe, with non-Christian family backgrounds, are sometimes torn 
between the values and perceptions of their own community of origin and those of the 
host society. The weight of tradition often reduces them to stay in the closet for fear of 
displeasing their family and being ostracized by their community. At the same time, we 
must also recognize that, in the present era of globalization and the Internet, it seems 
almost impossible to encounter communities unaware of the debates and the successful 
struggles of gay movements dedicated to the promotion and protection of LGBT (les-
bian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) rights across the world. Several groups promoting 
and protecting the rights of gays and lesbians from the five continents are united in the 
 International Gay and Lesbian Association , which organizes international conferences 
to discuss the situation of gays and lesbians worldwide. Thanks to the Internet, many 
homosexuals in Africa, Asia, or South America and the Caribbean, where homophobia 
triumphs and in several cases where homosexuality is totally illegal, can have access to the 
actual experiences of gays living in countries where homosexuality is legally and socially 
accepted. 

 Already the reader may sense that my goal is to write about homosexualities, that 
is to say, the variety of sexual encounters between men. Some men occasionally have 
sex with men but marry and have families. Others, for various reasons, have the feel-
ing of living their whole sexual life outside of heteronormativity. Given these different 
contexts, what is then the true meaning of the word “homosexuality”? The term was 
first coined in the second half of the nineteenth century by the Austrian journalist 
K á roly M á ria Kertbeny, an activist in favor of decriminalizing homosexual relations. 
The word was quickly adopted by the pioneers of sexology and psychiatry to describe 
a congenital disease of the sexual instinct, which fails to turn naturally to the opposite 
sex.  2   If homosexuality is linked to some personal, natural instinct, how then can it be 
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judged as debauchery or sin? The German lawyer Karl Heinrich Ulrichs goes on to 
define homosexuality (uranism) as a third sex—the soul of a woman being trapped in 
the body of a man.  3   While these theories found the origin of a pathological inversion 
of the sexual instinct in some hormonal imbalance appearing during fetal development, 
Sigmund Freud displaced the origin of homosexuality into the realm of individual psy-
chological development. For him, homosexuality is the result of a poor response to 
solving the Oedipus complex. The proper solution to the Oedipus complex should nor-
mally rest in the boy’s identification with masculinity, femininity becoming the natural 
object of his adult sexual desire. Although, originally, Freudian homosexuality remains 
intrapsychic, Freud’s view of the relationship between a sexual object and sexual iden-
tity makes room for the socialization of the individual, so that neither heterosexuality 
nor homosexuality are the direct result of the natural evolution of the sex drive. With 
Freud, one slowly departs from the essentialist model of homosexuality, but it is only 
with the British and American schools of sociology that the constructivist theory of 
homosexuality becomes fully developed.  4   For this school of thought, eroticism and 
sexuality are neither determined by biology, nor by the psyche of the person, but are 
mediated through the symbolic meanings involved in the construction of social reality. 
Sexuality becomes a cultural and historical category. Social constructivism emphasizes 
the construction of sex roles and stereotypes, as well as the associated social stigma—all 
these aspects may be advantageously taken up by gay liberation movements. Foucault’s 
 History of Sexuality , published in 1976, in a way became the textbook for this stream 
of thought. This author showed that the medicalization of same-sex activity shifted the 
focal point from the homogenital act itself to the homosexual subject, who now became 
a category of person: “The sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual 
was now a species.”  5   The concept of sexual orientation appeared in the 1960s, but its 
genealogy goes back to the medical discourse of the late nineteenth century. At the 
turn of the twentieth century, the state apparatus took over from medicine and tried to 
control the activities of the homosexual through legislation. Thus, the British politician 
Henry Labouchere introduced Section 11 in the  Criminal Law Amendment Ac t of 
1885 (48 & 49 Vict. c. 69). The amendment advocated the concept of gross indecency 
to punish any form of sexual contact between men in private or in public. In fact, it was 
used to arrest and try Oscar Wilde in 1895. 

 The constructivists present homosexuality as an identity construct historically linked 
to the European culture of the mid-nineteenth century. It cannot and should not be 
applied or superimposed on other periods of history as it was, for instance, carried out 
by John Boswell.  6   His temerity generated much debate as he sought to demonstrate the 
existence of a large gay subculture in full medieval Christianity as well as the existence of 
a liturgy for celebrating homosexual unions.  7   Among the advocates of the constructivist 
approach, George Chauncey has shown that male sexuality in 1900 was not structured 
on the binary opposition—homosexuality/heterosexuality—but rather on the polarity 
of normal man/effeminate man (fairy, sissy, queen). At least 30 more years had to pass 
by before the subject’s sexual identity would be defined not through gender identity 
but through choice of the sexual object.  8   David Halperin tried to show that pederasty in 
Ancient Greece had nothing in common with the concept of homosexuality understood 
as some sort of identity, something that appeared only later in the nineteenth century.  9   

 However, critics of the constructivist school often blame Halperin for losing sight 
of the subjective, intimate, and emotional aspect of any sexual experience, whether it 
happened 20 centuries ago or now, in favor of his insistence on discursive practices and 
social institutions. In the end, should we not all be looking for homosexualities through 
time and space instead of a single model? Homosexuality is open today to a variety of 
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experiences and the patterns or styles often contrasted in history by constructivism do in 
fact coexist. One simply has to witness a Gay Pride Parade to realize that sissies, transves-
tites, transgender, and hypermales are together celebrating sexual diversity, or anything 
but heteronormativity. This diversity goes beyond borders, as it will be demonstrated 
in the following chapters. Whether it is in Indian, Chinese, Thai, or Iranian culture, 
there are several ways to account for the experiences of men who have sex with men. 
The relevance of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s analysis of the homosexual closet leaves no 
shadow of a doubt: there are, of all times and places, “universalizing” and “minoritiz-
ing” views of the homosexual experience.  10   While the first explanation proposes to see 
homosexuality as a tendency present in every person without any reference to gender, 
the second seeks instead to identify homosexuals as a distinct group of persons whose 
gender is either ambiguous or inverted. I will not hesitate to apply Sedgwick’s analysis of 
Western homosexuality to a cross-cultural analysis of homosexuality. For instance, in the 
case of India, the reader will observe that both views have been present throughout the 
ages; the separatist or minority view that still exists today has in fact been in existence 
in the Indian tradition for a long time. The dominant or universalizing view often sees 
homosexual relations as a kind of natural outburst of male sexuality without any relation 
to forms of psychological disorder. Accordingly, the person indulging in the act may not 
acquiesce to any form of subordination—physically, as in anal penetration, or socially, in 
expressions other than the love of boys (Arab-Persian and Chinese cultures) where the 
age difference strictly defines the roles in terms of activity and passivity. Universalizing 
views continue to exist in many cultures, especially when access to female partners is 
difficult because of taboos surrounding the socialization of women or in situations of 
scarcity (e.g., in prison). Also, the periodization imposed by the constructivist theory is 
maybe more a product of an ideological viewpoint than the result of careful observation 
and confirmation of the presence of homosexual desire as “an essential phenomenon,” 
in various cultures and across different periods.  11   With this affirmation, I am not saying 
that the modern homosexual model focused on self-conscious orientation and individ-
ual rights is trans-historical. I’m just stating that homosexual preference or the desire for 
sexual intimacy with a member of the same sex cannot be locked in a period of history. 
We have to look for a model that allows for continuity or similarities, and discontinuity 
or significant changes. 

 Inclusiveness should not become synonymous with uniformity. It must give way to 
the right to express personal difference and dissent. We have found ways to conceive 
of homosexuality as varying from one religious tradition to another. Even within each 
of these traditions, divergent viewpoints are represented. The HIV epidemic has led 
many governments and social actors in non-Western countries to open their eyes to the 
presence of gays and homosexuals within them, as we encounter in India, Thailand, or 
even in Haiti. While Joseph Massad argues against a universalizing sexual epistemology 
imposed by the Gay International, which results in the occultation of same-sex desires 
that do not espouse gay subjectivity, I do wonder about the fate many Cameroonians, 
Egyptians, or Indians, for example, would endure without this kind of advocacy. With 
globalization, recognition and protection of gay rights are spreading rapidly around the 
world. Jo ã o Trevisan sees some merit to the rejection by certain Brazilian gay activists of 
the gay identity model. Defining someone as homosexual and categorizing desire may 
further encourage normalization in the form of ghettoization and separation instead of 
a true sexual liberation. While acknowledging the validity of this claim, Trevisan has this 
to say:

  Yet if these objections to the “construction of a gay identity” are valid, it is also true that 
desire cannot be denied a name, and certainly note for mere reasons of methodology. 
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From the simple fact that something resembling homosexual desire exists, it has to 
be referred to by some kind of designation. Otherwise we will return to the time 
of suffocating and hypocritical invisibility which only reinforced the mechanisms of 
repression.  12     

 However, constructivism remains a highly useful tool to put things into perspective, 
and contextualize the concept of homosexuality. Without losing sight of its precious 
teachings and without attempting to reframe history in favor of the concept of homo-
sexuality as sexual orientation, I will use the word “homosexuality” whenever experiences 
clearly describe sexual contacts between men, while also being aware of the context, such 
as gender transgression, active or passive sodomy, pederasty, and so on. Sometimes I will 
preferably make use of the word “homoeroticism,” especially when it comes to describe 
intense amorous desires and emotions between males without any explicit sexual encoun-
ter. My position on the use of the word “homosexual” is quite similar to Jo ã o Trevisan’s. 
Whatever the form homosexual desire takes, it will always raise doubt. As Trevisan says: 
“Gay men are exactly that: doubtful—the ones who cause doubt. In other words, they 
are those who confirm uncertainty, who open a space for difference and who constitute 
a symbol of contradiction confronting the bounds of normality.” While being aware of 
all the academic debates around the word and the linguistic niceties they may procure, 
Trevisan thinks there is some valid reason to assume the risk of being imprecise:

  When confronted by this same dilemma, Michel Foucault commented, “what is impor-
tant is  not to be  homosexual but rather to  furiously seek to be  gay (my emphasis). To ask 
ourselves about our relationship to homosexuality is above all to desire a world where 
sexual relationships are possible, more than simply to desire a sexual relationship with 
someone of the same sex.” Foucault refers to a state of coming-to-be and being-in-
change which seems to me very interesting precisely because it does not claim that 
homosexuality is a condition in the sanctuary of normality, nor does it refrain from 
fomenting the nuances of desire which can continue changing indefinitely within the 
space of a labyrinthine definition.  13     

 Trevisan speaks of gay men but his reasoning certainly applies to nonheterosexuality or 
queer sexuality. Ambiguity calls for complexity and not confusion in the treatment of 
diversity. Many spaces are present in-between the poles of heterosexuality and homo-
sexuality understood as homosexual orientation. Writing about the politics of difference, 
Janet Jakobsen has this to say: “The spaces in-between are particularly hard to work with 
because they are sites of multiple and ambiguous meanings. They lack the clarity of pre-
cisely delineated sites of identity and the theoretical purity of the fully open sign.”  14   

 Some readers will wonder why yet another book on male homosexuality and religion. 
Why not a book about female homosexuality and religion, to date a seldom treated 
topic? My area of     expertise is clearly male homosexuality, and I would not dare venture 
into that field alone and without extensive research. There are certainly a multitude of 
explanations for the dearth of books on the subject. Among them is surely the fact that, 
typically, only men held knowledge and authority in religious matters. Few writings were 
produced by women until recently. Another significant reason is that female sexuality is 
often seen as a threat to masculinity, male power, and even a man’s ability to achieve a 
meaningful spiritual life. Social control and power are key components in the traditional 
definitions of gender roles, and two women having sex does not threaten the social struc-
ture because they both hold subordinate positions in society.  15   Female sexuality is gener-
ally viewed in many traditions as a threat to man’s ability to control his sexual drive, just 
like masturbation and homosexual practices. Curiously, only women dressed as men were 
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considered to be a challenge to male domination, the key issue.  16   Socially constructed 
gender roles tend to preserve a male-advantaged gender hierarchy, and any behavior 
that interferes with or renders doubtful those gender boundaries must be reprobated.  17   
In this context, it is not surprising to find in many societies a stigma on sexual relations 
between males, especially those that are similar to vaginal penetration, while sexual rela-
tions between women are considered harmless.  18   

 The book will perhaps raise more questions than answers. My only hope is that it 
will open doors to all those who wish to bring about a dialogue between the religious 
traditions in order to break the boundaries of the Eurocentric perspective and celebrate 
sexual diversity across the planet. Sites of nonheterosexual identity are multiple and give 
rise to various forms of struggle for more justice and the right to live side by side with 
heterosexuals.  
   



      1  

 Hinduism   

   Religion 
 The population of India stood at 1,028,610,328 people in 2001  1   and is expected to reach 
1,263,543,000 in 2016.  2   Here, Hinduism is practiced by 80.5 percent of the popula-
tion while 13.4 percent are Muslims and 2.3 percent identify themselves as Christians.  3   
The census figures for 2001 show clearly that Hinduism holds a majority in the whole 
country apart from a few regions where significant Buddhist minorities (Maharashtra, 
Karnataka, and Sikkim), Muslims (Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, West Bengal, Maharashtra, 
and Kerala), Sikhs (Punjab), and Christians (Kerala and Tamil Nadu) live. Also worth 
mentioning is the presence of 4,225,053 Jains, mostly concentrated in Maharashtra, 
Rajasthan, Gujarat, and Madhya Pradesh. 

 In Nepal, 80 percent of the population (23 million)  4   adhere to Hinduism and in 
Sri Lanka there are about 1, 329,020 Hindus, mostly of Tamil origin, accounting for 
7.88 percent of its total population.  5   Slightly more than 10 million Hindus reside in 
Bangladesh, 10.5 percent of its inhabitants.  6   In Mauritius, half of the 1 million inhabit-
ants are Hindus,  7   and almost 500,000 adherents live in the United Kingdom  8   and nearly 
300,000 in Canada.  9   

 The etymology of the word “Hindu” goes back to the Persian “Sindhu”—used, in the 
past, to describe the people who lived across the river Sind, better known as the Indus 
River. Its etymology does not refer to any belief system, though it does refer today to an 
adept of the Hindu religion. Almost all Hindus live on the Indian subcontinent, more 
specifically in India, and their belief system and practices are intimately linked to the peo-
ple living in this geographical area. Hinduism, the largest religious mosaic in the world, 
has evolved tremendously over the ages, but it is constantly growing by incorporating 
different beliefs and philosophies. Although there is a chronology of its development, 
from pre-Vedism to Vedism and then Brahmanism at the time of the Puranas, the newest 
forms do not always supersede the older ones. 

 Hindus refer to their religious system by the words s anatana dharma , meaning the 
eternal law. This conveys the idea that there is an immanent cosmic order that looks over 
nature and to which humans must conform to live in cosmic harmony. In this sense, 
 dharma  rather refers to a lifestyle than to any adhesion to a set of religious beliefs. The 
origin of this concept is first found in the ancient Vedic concept of  Rta . The ancient con-
cept of  Rta  expresses the idea of a regulative principle in nature and human society. Thus, 
 Rta  means that cows give milk, just as the sun rises and sets daily, or that water flows in 
rivers and streams ( Rig Veda Samhita  IV.23.8–10).  10   Cosmic energies ( Deva )—Agni the 
fire, Indra the thunder, and the sun Surya—but also hostile forces ( Asura )—Vrtra the 
dragon—and different spirits ( gandharva ,  apsara ), all are subject to  Rta .  11   Men’s action 
and those of the gods contribute to maintaining the cosmic order in balance through 
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liturgy, especially with the performance of sacrifices and chanting Vedic hymns. Cosmic 
order is the manifestation of the ultimate reality ( Brahman ) or truth ( satya ). The  Rig 
Veda Samhita  X (Ch. 85, 1–2) celebrates the relationship between truth and cosmic law; 
truth sustains all things and the gods are concrete manifestations of the power of this 
impersonal cosmic law.  12   From the standpoint of ultimate truth, reality is one. A monistic 
point of view was further developed in the Upanishads. There,  Brahman  means the vast 
totality of reality, the One, the reality hidden behind impersonal phenomena.  Tat tvam 
asi —you are also this—this great truth ( mahavakya ) marks the presence of the divine in 
everything.  13   The self, the center of individual personality, the  atman  is also a spark of 
the divine,  Brahman—ayam atma brahma .  14   

 The Vedic hymns reflect an older religion, corresponding to mass migrations toward 
the Indo-Aryan Punjab during the second millennium  BC . These migrations probably 
came from the Sintashta-Petrovka culture of the southern Urals and other cultures from 
the river Amu Darya in central Asia.  15   These pastoral cultures knew the wheeled cart and 
had domesticated the horse. They mixed with the urban existing civilizations of the Indus 
Valley.  16   These pre-Aryan civilizations were probably issued from the Neolithic agricul-
tural settlements established from 7000  BC  in the Kachi plain at Mehrgarh.  17   This site 
was abandoned between 2600 and 2000  BC , as the cities of Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa 
flourished. The archeological study of all these sites shows that there was continuous 
development from one site to another, as evidenced by the use of amulets and terracotta 
figurines, anthropomorphic (mostly women, but also men sitting in a yogic position) 
or zoomorphic representing bulls, elephants, antelopes, and tigers.  18   Several elements 
of the pre-Aryan civilization were incorporated into the Vedic religion. The Vedic god 
Rudra lived in the forest and was honored as lord of the animal life, Pashupati, a title that 
would later be attributed to Shiva,  19   who is often accompanied by Nandi the bull. Several 
objects in the form of an erect penis ( lingam ) or a receptacle recalling the vagina ( yoni ) 
were also found in many of these ancient sites. Yet again, the lingam, alone or inserted 
into the female organ, is traditionally associated to Shiva, the creator, uniting with his 
consort Parvati.  20   The act of copulation is so fusional that Shiva is sometimes portrayed 
as a hermaphrodite ( Ardhanarishvara ).  21   Being the creator, Shiva needs the material 
energy ( shakti ) of the Mother Goddess (Mahadevi). Shiva is also called  Mahayogi , the 
great yoga guru wandering naked in the forest. However, he remains a yogi with great 
sensuality and power of seduction.  22   His erect penis, more importantly, symbolizes not 
generation but voluptuousness ( bhogavahamidam lingam ) and according to the  Shiva 
Purana , people can attain final release ( mukti ) by touching it and meditating on it.  23   

 The ancient Vedic religion focuses primarily on ritual sacrifices, accompanied by hymns 
and incantations ( mantra ) to the forces of nature such as the sun, storm, rain, fire, and so 
on. Offerings are carried to the devas in the ritual of fire sacrifice, an attempt to coax them 
to do their job of maintaining cosmic order. The Upanishad literature that developed 
from 800  BC  focuses on final release ( moksha ) of the individual from the cycle of rebirths 
( samsara ). Here, the sacrifice ritual becomes internalized through discipline of the body 
and mind.  24   A new path to the absolute is gradually taking shape, based on renuncia-
tion through various techniques of asceticism, including breath control ( pranayama ), 
meditation ( dhyana ), and mind concentration ( samadhi ).  25   These techniques allow the 
“self” or  atman , the inner divine light, to shine in the human body.  26   Consciousness of 
the unity of  atman  and  Brahman  is the perfect knowledge, for everything—the gods, 
human creatures, their perceptions, and feelings are guided by the mind, which is noth-
ing but  Brahman  ( pranayama brahma ), the infinite source of life.  27   The ultimate reality, 
the One, transcends any form or attribute ( nirgunam Brahman ), but may appear in the 
world in anthropomorphic forms ( Brahman  or  Ishvara sagunam ).  28   Devi (the Goddess), 
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Shiva, or Vishnu are personal manifestations of  Brahman , which remains veiled ( maya ) 
while manifested in the world, thanks to its ability to create the illusion.  29   The material 
universe unfolds itself as if it were the stage for a puppet theater on which were played 
( lila ) the adventures of a multitude of gods who embody the divine by appearing in 
human or animal shapes ( avatara ). The Upanishadic literature already expresses this 
idea of a material revelation ( Saguna Brahman ) of the absolute and invisible reality of 
all things,  30   though it will attain its full growth in Epic and Puranic literature.  31   Besides 
the yoga of knowledge ( jnana yoga ) practiced by the wise ascetics, the idea of liberat-
ing the individual through love or devotion ( bhakti yoga ) to a personal God appeared in 
the  Bhagavad Gita , composed in the second century  BC  as part of Book VI of the great 
epic the  Mahabharata . Song 12 of the  Bhagavad Gita  promises release from the cycle 
of rebirths and unity with the One to the faithful devotee who dedicates his thoughts 
and actions to his love ( bhakti ) for Lord Krishna. Verse 5 expresses an essential truth in 
 bhakti  movements emerging from the Middle Ages, particularly in South India (Tamil) 
and Bengal: “Greater is their trouble whose minds are set on the Unmanifested; for the 
goal—the Unmanifested—is very difficult for the embodied to reach.”  32    Bhakti  move-
ments will be discussed further ahead. 

 The Brahmin caste incorporated into Vedic religion non-Aryan cultic elements such 
as pre-Vedic, proto-Tantric elements in which both eroticism and asceticism found a 
place. On the outskirts of Aryan society lived beggars who wandered barefoot ( vratya s,  
 ajivikas, and yatis ) perpetuating the traditions of the Indus civilization. This eventually 
led to movements known as Shaivism, Shaktism, and Tantrism.  33   

 Around 500  AD , the Brahmins (priests) systematized the ancient Vedic religion by 
reacting against ascetic currents and the ideal of renunciation through practices of control 
of the senses and meditation. Brahmanism was somehow a reaction against new spiritual 
movements such as Buddhism and Jainism. The orthodox Brahmins then proposed an 
ingenious system that would address the necessities of life as they evolve through a life-
time, in accordance with one’s social status and one’s duties in society. The idea of divid-
ing society into castes certainly goes back to the Vedic period. The hymn to the sacrifice 
of the primordial man ( Purusha Sukta ) does mention that the Brahmins or priests were 
born from his mouth, the  Rajanya s ( Kshatriya s) or warriors from his arms, the  Vaishya s 
(merchants and farmers) from his thighs, and the  Shudras  from his feet.  34   Overall, the  Rig 
Veda  did not exhibit a system of social castes ( varna s  35  ) as elaborate as what would come 
later, after 500  AD , particularly with the  Manu Smriti  and the  Dharma Shastra s. These 
later texts, written between the first  BC  and the fourth century  AD , specified the roles and 
duties of each of the four classes or castes, while maintaining a hierarchy between them. 
The  Shudra s were positioned at the bottom of the scale,  36   with a duty to serve and obey 
the first three classes whose members were called “twice born” ( djiva ).  37   Shastric litera-
ture devised the theory of the four stages of life ( asrhamadharma ), which provided for 
each male “twice born” a schedule to achieve all four objectives of any human existence 
( purusartha ): profit ( artha ), pleasure ( kama ), duty ( dharma ), and release ( moksa ). Thus, 
after spending a period of training in chastity ( brahmacharya ) with a guru who would 
introduce him to the sacred texts and grammar,  38   the twice-born bachelor then enters 
the cycle of social and economic life and enjoys the pleasure of marrying and begetting 
a son ( grihastha ).  39   After completing his family duties, in his sixties, the “twice born” 
will retreat to a hermitage ( vanaprastha )  40   to engage in the reading of sacred texts and 
various austerities to purify the mind. After the third period, toward the end of his life, 
the hermit has no need for mortification. Having renounced all material possessions 
( sannyasa ), he can finally go, wandering freely, with no permanent dwelling and devote 
all his time to the practice of yoga and meditation.  41   
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 The Hindu caste system is inseparable from the law of karma and the successive rein-
carnations ( samsara ) of the individual soul, until it has reached perfection. Any act or 
thought produces an effect, either in this life or another. Thus, one’s rank in the social 
hierarchy results from one’s conduct in his or her previous life, but it also offers an 
opportunity to improve one’s position in future lives on account of a good conduct in 
this life. This idea was already expressed in the Upanishads,  42   but finds its fullness in the 
epic literature, particularly in the  Bhagavad Gita . Krishna teaches the path of Karma 
Yoga to Arjuna, one of the Pandava brothers, at war with their cousins the Kauravas for 
the succession to the throne of Hastinapura. Arjuna is devastated by the idea of attack-
ing his cousins, to the point where he lets his bow slip from his hands. He is bewildered 
by grief and Krishna comes to his rescue.  43   Lord Krishna teaches him the true path of 
obtaining release by fulfilling one’s duty according to one’s status ( svadharma ). Arjuna 
belongs to the warrior caste ( Kshatriya )  44   whose duty is to engage in combat without 
any personal expectation as to the result.  45   Just as the Upanishads offered a reinterpreta-
tion of the Vedic sacrifice ( yajna ), accomplishing one’s duty without seeking reward or 
merit also constitutes a reinterpretation of it. This reinterpretation is used to justify the 
caste system, but it also offers a path to salvation for those who are excluded from Vedic 
rituals reserved for the “twice born,” or those who cannot waive their social duties in 
the manner of the renunciant engaged in meditation. Whether a  Brahmin  or a  Shudra , 
whose sole function is to serve the other castes, the one who performs with detachment 
the duties of his caste will achieve perfection, true knowledge, and identification with the 
Absolute ( Brahman ).  46   The fulfillment of duty in total and joyful self-abandonment is 
true devotion ( bhakti ), the love of God who gives eternal peace.  47   

 Jainism and Buddhism are certainly forms of protest against the Vedic tradition, 
which ensured primacy to the  Brahmin s. Epic and Puranic stories are looked on as a 
reinterpretation of Brahmanism in favor of the  Shudra s and popular religion. Among 
these rearrangements, a few words on the  Bhakti  movement, whose origins date back 
to the beginning of the Christian era, are in order.  48   The  Bhagavad Gita  by its insis-
tence on devotion to Krishna, an avatar of Vishnu, did provide the initial start for the 
devotional movement that ran through the Middle Ages and modern times, until today. 
Devotion then revolved around the creator Brahma, Vishnu, and his avatars (especially 
Rama and Krishna), or Shiva and his wife Mahadevi Kali, the female personification of 
creative energy ( shakti ). The movement of devotion to Vishnu ( Vaishnava ) developed 
particularly in Tamil Nadu between the eighth and tenth centuries, thanks to 12 mys-
tics, the Alvars, who sang in temples their dedication to Vishnu, and whose songs were 
collected in the  Nalaya Prabandham . Among these poets and mystics, there was the 
very popular Andal (eighth century) who expressed his devotion to Vishnu by taking 
the appearance of a fiery female lover in 30 Tamil hymns known as the  Tiruppaavai . 
Tradition ascribes the development of devotion to Shiva (Shaivism) to 63 saints from 
southern India (Tamil Nadu especially) in the seventh and eighth centuries. Devotion 
to the Goddess ( Shakti ) also took shape during the same period. In all its forms,  bhakti  
is always an outpour of feelings from the heart toward the divine. Human love and 
eroticism are the chosen symbols of the fusion of a human soul with the divine. Among 
the main  vaishnava  practitioners figured Sri Ramanuja (1031–1137), the holy founder 
of  srivaishnava , a devotional movement that preached total abandonment ( prapatti ) 
in the hands of Narayana (another name for Vishnu), who is an attribute ( vishesha ) 
of the One,  Brahman .  49   Vaishnava piety was transported to northern India, starting 
from the thirteenth century, and often focused on devotion to the avatars of Vishnu, 
Rama, and Krishna. A native of Uttar Pradesh, Ramananda (d. 1470) spread in Varanasi 
the devotion to Rama in Hindi, seventh avatar of Vishnu, and welcomed among his 
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followers Muslims, women, and the untouchables. Devotion to Rama was popularized 
in the north through Goswami Tulsidas’s work in dialectical Hindi (1532–1623), the 
 Ramcaritmanas . The poem recounts with a personal touch the well-known epic of the 
 Ramayana , depicting how Sita, a devoted wife, was abducted from her faithful husband 
Rama. The poem goes on to relate how the couple was reunited with the help of the 
monkey Hanuman who helped Rama rescue his beloved Sita, then a prisoner of the 
demon Ravana. Hanuman symbolizes total abandonment, service for the love of God. 
A native of Bengal, Shri Chaitanya Mahaprabhu (1486–1533) popularized the devotion 
to Krishna, metaphorized by Krishna’s love for his cowherd girls ( gopi s), particularly 
Radha, who performed the cosmic dance ( rasa lila ) circling around the young Krishna 
playing the flute. Considered the founder of a new movement called  Vaishnava Gaudiya 
Vaishnava , Shri Chaitanya and his immediate followers (the six Goswamis) believed that 
devotion to Krishna and his wife Radha is the only way to salvation. They based their 
teaching on the  Bhagavata Purana , which summarized all the Vedic literature, and taught 
that Krishna was the divine reality itself, the source of all incarnations.  50   Chaitanya and 
his followers were particularly fond of Jayadeva’s  Gita Govinda  (twelfth century), which 
poetically expressed the love of god through the erotic play of Krishna and his mistress  51   
Radha and her companion  gopi s, in the secrecy of the Vrindavan forest. Just as in the 
Western ideal of  amour courtois  where separated lovers are dying to be reunited one day, 
in Radha and the  gopi s’ longing to meet Krishna lies the essence of true love. It stands for 
the metaphor par excellence of the love that must exist between human beings and the 
divine. This idea of separation seems to be the feeling that nurtures the  gopi s’ love-desire 
for Krishna while distressed and maddened by his absence.  52   One of Chaitanya’s biogra-
phies often speaks of his personal despair and anxiety at the thought of being separated 
from the Lord Krishna.  53   The awakening of the feelings evoked by the recollection of 
moments of pure bliss ( Madhurya rasa ) in the presence of Krishna opens the heart to the 
love of God ( bhakti raganuga ) and leads to states of intense emotion ( bhava ) and ecstatic 
love ( prema ).  54   At the time of Chaitanya, there already existed a Bengali literary tradi-
tion,  55   inspired by Tantric Buddhism, that promoted sexual expression of human love 
as an embodiment of the divine. According to this esoteric doctrine, known as Sahajiya 
( sahaja  means natural), enlightenment must be achieved in the microcosm of the human 
body. Through sexual intercourse the true nature of the self can be achieved with the 
union of masculine and feminine opposites. Although the Gaudiya Vaishnava movement 
opposes this doctrine and preaches that love play ( lila ) between Krishna and Radha 
should strictly be interpreted allegorically, many authors believe that this doctrine has 
had a positive influence on the works of Jayadeva, the poet Chandidas Bahu (fourteenth 
century) and his  Shrikrisnakirtan , and Chaitanya.  56   Today, the International Association 
for Krishna Consciousness (also known by its acronym ISKCON), founded in New York 
in the 1960s by A. C.   Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada (1896–1977), claims to belong 
to the movement founded by Chaitanya. 

 The symbolism of sexual union also holds a singular place in the various Shaiva move-
ments that worship the presence of the absolute in Shiva. The latter is considered as an 
expression of the absolute undifferentiated consciousness that inhabits all of creation. 
The world is a reflection of the universal consciousness and its unfolding is made pos-
sible by differentiating its energy, its  shakti . Kashmiri Shaivism (Pratyabhijna), whose 
most prominent representatives are Vasugupta (ninth century) and Abhinavagupta 
(tenth century), teaches that the path of realization is completed by recognizing ( praty-
abhijna ) the true identity of the universe, the individual soul ( jiva ), and of Shiva. The 
individual soul, whose self-awareness is limited, needs to be awakened to its pure, tran-
scendental reality, with the help of yogic meditation techniques. Yoga seeks to awaken 
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the practitioner (tantric) to the creative force ( shakti ) that lies at the base of the spine, 
the  muladhara chakra , in the form of a coiled snake (Kundalini).  57   From this point, the 
creative energy travels through the five chakras along the spine to a chakra located above 
the skull ( saharara chakra ) to be reunited with Shiva. Sexual union is a means of union 
with the Absolute because it represents the union of masculine and feminine polarities, 
Shiva-Shakti.  Chapter 29  of the  Tantra Loka  of Abhinavagupta is a prime example of the 
reinterpretation of the Vedic sacrifice in a tantric context.  58   

 The Goddess is also seen by some  Bhakta  as the Supreme Being. Thus, for Ramakrishna 
(1836–1886), an eminent saint and inspiration for a monastic order bearing his name but 
founded by his disciple Swami Vivekananda, the relationship of the devotee to the divine 
was expressed at times in the form of the child-mother ( santana bhava ) relationship or at 
others in the form of the passion that exists between lovers ( vira bhava ).  59   Theologians 
believe that  Bhakti  and  Tantra  are more appropriate for the present age, the Age of Kali 
( Kali Yuga ), one marked by the decline of spirituality in human beings and their turning 
away from Vedic lessons.  60    

  Sexuality 
 We have seen that pleasure and sexuality take up an essential part of the Hindu view 
of life, the  Dharma . Before addressing the issue of how homosexuality is viewed by 
Hinduism, there is a need to further specify the Hindu general discourse on sexuality in 
itself. As in many religious systems, sexuality appears in several myths about the origins 
of the world and life. However, there are exceptions; for example, it is absent from the 
famous hymn  Purusha Shukta  of the  Rig Veda . It imagines the creation of the universe 
and social order ( varna dharma ) as the dismemberment or sacrifice of the Primordial 
Man ( Purusha ).  61   In this myth of origin, what caused the appearance of the world owes 
nothing to sexuality; creatures are the result of some sort of multiplication by division. 
Another hymn from the  Rig Veda , the  Nasadyia Shukta , features, preexisting any form, 
the Absolute ( tadekam ), which creates the universe, including the devas, through its own 
energy ( tapas ), awakening in itself the desire for love ( kama ) and the creative energy 
symbolized by semen ( retas ).  62   The dyad  tapas / kama  is found in one of the oldest 
hymns, as is the idea that mindfulness and control of the creative energy by the austeri-
ties produces heat ( tapas ), which in turn promotes the desire to procreate. Related to this 
myth, the hymn  Hiranyagrabha Sukta  tells of Prajapati’s birth, the lord of creation or 
divine order, which will be known later under the name of Brahma, born from a golden 
embryo.  63   Later texts like the  Shatapatha Brahmana  and the  Manu Smriti  mention the 
formation of a golden egg floating on the primordial waters, out of which came, after 
one year, Prajapati.  64   Prajapati creates the world by the heat ( tapas ) he produces, which 
leads next to his dismemberment and that is why he is considered to be  Purusha .  65   The 
concentration necessary to create energy at the macrocosmic level may be transferred to 
the microcosmic level. Man through ascetic discipline may bring about the concentration 
of energy.  66   While asceticism concentrates energy, the creative act disperses it and breaks 
it down. Therefore, Prajapati, exhausted and fearing death, had to regain his strength  67   
turning to the god of the sacrificial fire Agni for help.  68   Thus, the Vedic sacrifice is the 
preferred method for restoring creation and ensuring the continuity of life through the 
changing seasons and to ensure immortality.  69   The  Brihad-Aranyaka Upanishad  says 
that originally there was only the Self ( Brahman ) existing as a person ( purusha ) who had 
to cope with fear and loneliness. Desire ( kama ) to break with this world of loneliness and 
absence of pleasure grabbed the Self, which split in two, a male a female part and from 
the union of both were born all sexed beings.  70   The union of male and female symbolizes 
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the fullness of divine creation and sexual intercourse is symbolically raised to a ritual akin 
to Vedic sacrifice, the semen compared to the liquid produced when the soma plant is 
pressed for the Vedic sacrifice and the female reproductive organ ( yoni ) described as the 
altar on which the fire sacrifice is performed.  71   Other myths of origin attributed part of 
the creation to the incestuous relationship of Prajapati/Brahma with his daughter—a 
relationship punished by Rudra/Shiva.  72   

 Sexual desire and copulation justify the creation of the universe, and the origin myths 
that I mentioned regard sexuality as sacred and as a gateway to the divine as in  Bhakti  
or  Tantra . Sexuality is not only fun, it allows for the continuity of life.  73   According to 
the ancient Vedic religion, obtaining a son will help in keeping the relationship with the 
ancestors ( pitris ) and ultimately with the transmitters of tradition, the first sacrificers and 
reciters of hymns, the  Rishi s. Through the ritual of the dead ( sraddha ) the ancestors’ 
spirits are honored to facilitate one’s journey into the realm of death and to join the 
world of ancestors. To obtain a male offspring is to ensure that one will someday join 
the peaceful world of the ancestors. Therefore to beget a son is referred to as paying 
one’s debt to the ancestors.  74   In the Hindu liturgical calendar, the “festival of the dead” 
( pitripaksha mela ), two weeks in mid-September, always occupies a prominent place. The 
human couple itself is valued by the Vedic literature for the rituals are to be accomplished 
by both the husband and wife together.  75   

 However, the sexual economy of the Vedic religion was quickly put in doubt. The 
sexual drive can be a hindrance to the knowledge of  Brahman  and an obstacle in the 
way of salvation ( moksha ). The ideal of renunciation ( sannyasa ) and celibacy is ancient 
in India and dates back at least to the time of the Aranyakas and the Upanishads (from 
900  BC ), when hermits and sages abandoned the ritual of sacrifice and practiced yoga 
and meditation instead. The  Taittirya Aranyaka  speaks of the wise ( muni s) that retained 
their semen ( urdhvaretas ).  76   One of the oldest texts, the  Chandogya Upanishad , shows 
that to attain knowledge of the Absolute, the union of the  atman  and  Brahman , one 
must be freed from bodily pleasures because they activate the mechanism by which the 
 atman  remains attached to this world.  77   Abstinence ( brahmacharya ), that is to say, liv-
ing as a hermit in the forest centered on the practice of meditation and fasting, allows 
oneself to control desire ( kama ).  78   The translators render the Upanishadic notion of 
 brahmacharya  by different words that are not, unfortunately, all synonyms: celibacy, 
abstinence, chastity, study. We saw in the previous section that  brahmacharya  was the 
first stage ( ashram ) in the life of a “twice born,” during which he devoted himself to 
studying the  Veda s, meditation, and leading a bachelor’s life. The  Dharma Shastra  lit-
erature more importantly detailed these stages further. The Upanishads mentioned them 
without elaborating. Thus, the  Chandogya Upanishad  mentioned  brahmacharya  without 
telling us much about the rules of sexual conduct.  79   In the  Brihad Aranyaka Upanishad , 
the sage Yajnavalkya seemed to indicate that knowledge of the Absolute imposed an 
ascetic life based on the renunciation of wealth and of the sex drive capable of procuring 
a son.  80   The  Katha Upanishad  opposed the satisfaction of bodily pleasures to the knowl-
edge of  Brahman ; only the person who controlled his senses could achieve immortality. 
Thus, renouncing material wealth and sexual pleasures made readily available to him by 
Yama (god of the realm of the dead), Nachiketa opened his heart to the Absolute and 
was released from the cycle rebirths.  81   

 Very early in the development of the Hindu religious system a pervasive tension 
between asceticism and eroticism settles in. This paradoxical tension will reveal itself 
in the person of Shiva, the Mahayogi, and the erotic Shiva who copulated with Parvati 
for a thousand years! Doniger thinks the tension rises in importance because of the 
 Veda s’ insistence on having a male offspring.  82   The  Mahabharata  tells the story of Rishi 
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Mandapala who practiced all kinds of austerities ( tapas ) and retained his semen ( urdhva-
retas ) but was denied access to the realm of ancestors because he had no son to pay the 
debt that could save him from hell.  83   In the  Rig Veda Samhita , Lopamudra reminded 
her husband Rishi Agastya of his duty to unite sexually with his wife despite his advanced 
age.  84   The  Mahabharata  recounts that the same Agastya who practiced asceticism ( tapas ) 
realized he had to marry and bear a son after seeing his ancestors hung over a preci-
pice, head down.  85   The interest of this story lies in the fact that Lopamudra, daughter 
of the king of Vidarbha, opposed to such a marriage, still wedded Agastya and at first 
renounced the opulent life in the royal palace. She instead accompanied her husband into 
the forest to live by his side a life of true asceticism and renunciation. However, Agastya 
became sexually aroused ( maithunayajuhava ) at the sight of his wife having a swim 
totally naked. Lopamudra replied that Agastya’s sole desire for a son was insufficient to 
meet her demands and that he had to prove his genuine love by making love to her in a 
way suitable for a princess. Agastya begged her in vain not to let him lose all the merits 
accumulated by a life of asceticism and renunciation and finally the two made love and 
had a son.  86   This episode is the glorification of domestic life and family and demonstrates 
the incompleteness of a life based solely on asceticism. In the same category is the story 
of this female ascetic who led a life of renunciation in the forest and refused to marry. 
She was convinced that a life of asceticism would earn her a safe passage in the other life, 
but a sage named Narada said she could not access it without having completed the vari-
ous duties incumbent upon all human beings during their lifetime.  87   This story not only 
emphasizes the importance of the age-based system of domestic life, but it is a striking 
example of the economy of sexual energy during one’s lifespan.  Brahmacharya  enables 
with the practice of austerities ( tapas ) the necessary accumulation of creative energy—as 
being taught in creation myths. Then comes the time to spend that energy and start a 
family ( grihastha ), and finally comes the return to the practice of austerities in  vanapr-
astha  and  sannyasa  before the final release. 

 The legislator Manu required the husband to have sex only during his wife’s fertile 
period ( ritu ).  88   The  Mahabharata  compared the union of the spouses during this period 
to abstinence and believed that both have the same moral value. He even predicted an 
afterlife full of atrocities for the husband who failed in his marital duty.  89   Globalization and 
urbanization have certainly had an impact on the sexual culture of modern India, but this 
sexual taboo, like many others, is still part of the landscape for many Hindus.  90   The system 
of stages of life, therefore, represents a compromise or a sexual economy that allows the 
reconciliation of two opposites, asceticism and eroticism. While these two poles are spaced 
in time on the human level, they join in the myths paradoxically, sometimes in violent and 
outrageous ways, as in the person of Shiva. Doniger has beautifully illustrated how Shiva’s 
uncontrolled eroticism and asceticism constitute a threat to the world of gods and men. 
Puranic literature, as it were, abounds in narratives where Shiva’s chastity threatens the 
regeneration of the world when it does not directly cause its destruction as in the episode 
of his castration when the fall of his lingam blazed the earth on coming into contact with 
it.  91   Puranic stories of the birth of Skanda (also known as Kumara or Karttikeya), son of 
Shiva and Parvati, also tell of Shiva’s extreme chastity, that is, his accumulation of  tapas . 
After his semen was spilled on the ground, it was recovered by Agni whose stomach was 
burnt by it.  92   Shiva’s erect penis is the result of his retention of semen through his powers 
of Maha yogi and has nothing to do with raunchy arousal. He made love to Parvati for 
a thousand years but only when disturbed and interrupted in his intercourse by the gods 
who were enraged by the infertility of this union did he spill his seed on the ground.  93   In 
contrast, Shiva’s sexual excesses made him lose his energy and he had to seek solitude to 
practice austerities and regain his strength to fight the demons that attacked the gods.  94   
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 The mythological tales, like dreams, often bring together opposite poles without nec-
essarily seeking reconciliation because they are immune to the contingencies imposed by 
time and space. They can inspire the human quest for meaning, but it is up to another 
kind of literature to codify social and ethical conduct, the  Dharma Shastra  literature. 
To understand the importance of these rules of conduct, one must first understand that 
Hinduism does not see sin in the sense of a rebellion against a god but as a transgres-
sion of the moral order ( dharma ). Fault ( papa ) is caused by ignorance ( avidya ), which 
prevents the individual from being aware of his divine nature. He is drawn prisoner by 
the fruits of action (law of karma) in the cycle of rebirths ( samsara ) and is incapable of 
any release. Whoever does not follow rules dictated by the cosmic order commits an 
offense against oneself. Instead of asking forgiveness from God, one must strive to purify 
the body and soul so that the pure eternal light of the  atman  may shine. The clean and 
unclean have a role in the social and religious system of India for they shape social rela-
tions, particularly between certain castes, and regulate body functions including food, 
hygiene, sexuality, birth, and death. Without going into the details of Indian physiology, 
there is a vital link between food, sexual fluids (semen and blood), and sustaining the 
vital breath ( prana ), which is a reflection of the divine. Sexual taboos guarantee social 
order by determining the punishment for violations according to one’s place in the caste 
system, and they cleanse the mind to achieve the ultimate reality by getting rid of desires 
and emotions. 

 Adultery ( samgrahana ) is subject to various fines or even corporal punishment, 
which may include death. The penalties are higher if the act is committed with a mar-
ried woman, with or without violence, and they vary according to caste: the higher the 
woman’s caste and the lower the man’s caste, the more severe the punishment will be.  95   
The  Bhagavad Gita  relates the corruption of social order driven by family disorders 
causing the corruption of women to the mingling of castes.  96   Incest and bestiality are 
judged severely.  97   Sanctions related to masturbation are still relatively mild, a ritual 
bath with one’s clothes on.  98   He who has broken his vow of celibacy ( brahmacharya ) 
masturbating will have to beg for food in seven houses, dressed in a donkey skin, and 
perform ritual baths three times a day.  99   The involuntary discharge of sperm during 
sleep requires the  brahmacharis  to wash the next morning while invoking the sun three 
times to recover his strength.  100   In fact, masturbation is never qualified as an act against 
nature because it is not procreative. In Indian culture, the concern about emission of 
sperm, even today, focuses on the loss of sexual energy ( virya ) that flows out of the body 
through ejaculation instead of borrowing the channel to the head and transform itself 
into spiritual energy ( ojas shakti ).  101   In the  Bhagavad Gita , Krishna says: “I am . . . virility 
in men”  102   ( paurusham nrishu ) and that is the reason why retention of semen is a sign 
of release and immortality.  103   Epic and puranic literature contain many stories of wise 
ascetics who ejaculate involuntarily after being sexually aroused at the sight of a celestial 
nymph ( apsara ). For example, Sarasvat, the son of the sage Gautama, is tempted by the 
 apsara  Janapadi who was sent by the god Indra who felt his supremacy threatened by 
the austerities of Gautama and his son. Excited by the presence of the lightly clad  apsara  
in the forest, Sarasvat tries to control himself, but he ejaculates unwittingly on a shrub 
and gives birth to twins.  104   The real concern of the authors of these myths is probably 
rooted in the defense of the ideal of family life against the ascetic currents developed by 
the Upanishads, but also promoted by other religious movements that have emerged 
such as Buddhism or Jainism. 

 Oral sex and sodomy are more fully discussed in the next section on homosexuality. For 
now, suffice it to indicate a series of sexual acts categorized by the phrase “ siktva ayoni, ” 
which means any discharge of semen outside the vagina without any consideration for the 
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partner’s gender.  105   The penalties for extravaginal sex vary, but may include the loss of 
caste status when committed with an untouchable,  106   in which case, according to belief, 
the ancestors may feed on the offender’s semen for a month.  107    Chapter IX  of the  Kama 
Sutra , entitled  Auparishtaka , deals in considerable detail with oral sex between men, 
but mentions its execution by women and how it is more popular in certain regions.  108   
Its compiler, Vatsyayana,  109   does however suggest that such practice is vulgar ( asabhya ), 
contrary to the teachings of famous masters and constitutes an act of pollution because 
the genitalia are in the face.  110   Vatsyayana, however, suggests that the golden rule in this 
regard is to follow one’s inclinations and to take account of local custom.  111   Fellatio and 
cunnilingus when simultaneously performed (position 69) are called “crows” ( kakila ). 
According to Vatsyayana, this practice seems inadvisable to Brahmins, even with prosti-
tutes, and according to the commentator Yashodhara this practice should exist between 
persons of the same caste only.  112   The ingestion of semen is widely condemned by leg-
islators and requires purification rites,  113   although mythical tales have often used it as a 
method of fertilization.  114   Ayurvedic medicine prescribes ingestion of sperm to counter 
erectile difficulties.  115   As for heterosexual sodomy ( adhorata ), the  Kama Sutra  classi-
fies it among various modes of copulation ( chitrarata ) such as vaginal penetration from 
behind or to make love standing up.  116   Vatsyayana notes that heterosexual sodomy is 
more popular among people from the South. Yashodhara think this copulatory technique 
is debasing because the penis takes the wrong path ( vimarga ), the anal region ( apana ), 
which is located under the vagina. Vatsyayana distinguishes very clearly the practice of 
 heterosexual anal intercourse from male sodomy, which he attributed to a reversal of 
 gender roles ( purushayita ), and Yashodhara noted that he would discuss it in his treatment 
of the third sex ( tritiya prakriti ).  117   

 This section would be incomplete without a few lines devoted to the relationship 
between the masculine and feminine. The psychoanalyst Sudhir Kakar portrays Indian 
love relationships or marriages as marked by inequality, misunderstanding, and mis-
trust.  118   He says the relationship between the sexes in Indian culture is strongly influ-
enced by  stridharma , the code of conduct toward women.  119   Although there is some 
mutuality between the sexes in marriage relationships, especially regarding the perfor-
mance of rituals, the relationship between husband and wife are clearly asymmetrical. 
Women, unlike men, do not receive religious initiation that would familiarize them with 
the means of salvation ( moksa ). Only men belonging to the first three castes are regarded 
“twice born.” The only way for a woman to achieve salvation is by total dedication 
( pativratya ) in marriage to her husband until death.  120   She has no personal identity 
except through her husband who she must worship faithfully as a true god.  121   In the 
 Mahabharata , Draupadi marries the five Pandava brothers to whom she devotes herself 
entirely as gods, her only refuge.  122   The  Ramayana  also offers women the exemplary 
conduct of Sita, the  pativrata  or the spouse devoted entirely to her husband Rama whom 
she accompanies in exile. She continues to serve him despite the unfair treatment he 
submits her to because of gossip concerning her chastity. Behind this vision of subordina-
tion, in which women’s salvation depends on men, lies the idea that women’s sexuality 
is naturally unclean.  123   Certainly, they deserve respect as wives and mothers, as begetters 
of “twice-born” sons, but they are indeed considered as inferior beings because they are 
more entangled than men in their sexual desires. 

 According to the  Mahabharata , women are governed by their sexual appetite and 
become unfaithful to their husband whenever an opportunity shows.  124   Women’s sexual-
ity is considered a threat to men. The ancient narratives are full of stories about ascet-
ics who became sexually aroused by women, spilled their seed, and lost the merit they 
accumulated through asceticism and celibacy.  125   For example, the ascetic Vibhandaka 
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was seduced by the  apsara  Urvashi bathing in a pool and emitted semen. This was imme-
diately drunk by a doe, which gave him a son named Rishiashringa. The latter was raised 
by his father in a hermitage in the woods and never had the opportunity of seeing a 
woman. While drought threatened the kingdom of Anga, King Lopamudra, under the 
guidance of Brahmins, sent young prostitutes to try and seduce Rishiashringa known 
to carry the skill to bring rain by his asceticism. He was attracted and disturbed by 
the beauty of the courtesans he believed to be young students ( brahmacharins ).  126   His 
father, whom he had informed about this encounter, told him to stay away from those 
courtesans who were real demons. After a second meeting, the courtesans succeeded 
in attracting Rishiashringa without too much trouble to the kingdom of Anga, where 
he tasted the joy of sexual intercourse with them. Rain fell on the kingdom, and King 
Lopamudra gave him his daughter in marriage.  127   A story with the demon Adi best 
illustrates in the cultural imagination the dangers posed by female sexuality. Adi, the 
son of the devil Adhaka, was determined to avenge his father who had been impaled by 
Shiva, and decided to take the form of Parvati and seduce Shiva. He armed his vagina 
with sharp teeth ( vagina dentata ); Shiva was drawn to the fake Parvati but then suddenly 
realized the trick. He immediately attached a sharp object to his penis and killed Adi.  128   
The leitmotif of consummation of love unto death,  Liebestsod , resurfaces periodically, as 
in the story of King Pandu, condemned to die while making love after having surprised 
an ascetic transformed into a deer and mating with a doe.  129   Menstrual blood is a source 
of impurity, and other dangers await the man who approaches or who has sex with a 
menstruating woman; it will shorten his life.  130   

 The relationship between both genders is culturally marked by men’s fear of diminish-
ing their spiritual energy due to loss of semen. At the same time, the role played by the 
spouse as mother of a son carries with it some respect. Just as  Shudra s are marked by the 
unclean, a woman leads a dependent life under male control in all stages of her life; first 
under her father, then her husband, and if she is widowed, her son.  131   Ramakrishna’s life 
and thought embody this sheer ambivalence of traditional Indian culture toward female 
libido: first, she is seen as the source of creative energy, the mother; and second, as the 
dangerous lover. While, at the same time, he showed a morbid fear of female sexuality, 
Ramakrishna did worship in each and every woman the mother goddess.  132   

 The patriarchal view of Brahmin orthodoxy has certainly exerted a cultural hegemony 
throughout the Hindu tradition, but other schools of thought also brought a certain 
temperament. Thus, the  bhakti  movement, which stood opposed to salvation through 
the study of the Vedas, reserved for the “twice born,” proposed salvation by devotion, 
regardless of caste or gender of the person. By making a wife’s devotion to her husband 
the ideal portrait of the relationship with the divine,  bhakti  has somehow spiritually reha-
bilitated women.  Bhakta  women have served their God and their husbands with heart-
break as did Bahinabai, a holy Maratha woman of the seventeenth century. Of Brahmin 
origin, she expressed dismay while committing herself to the Vedic rules that imposed 
on her absolute devotion to her husband and expressing her boundless love for Krishna 
as taught by her master Tukaram, the great saint of Maharashtra.  133   Other holy female 
devotees flatly challenged social stereotypes by abandoning their family life and becom-
ing ascetics like Miraba ï . A hugely popular saint in India, she was born in the aristocracy 
of Rajasthan and, from childhood, was attracted to Krishna to whom she showed end-
less devotion, which left her in conflict with the family of the Rajput prince she married. 
Indeed, she refused to honor Durga, the goddess of the royal family, and instead visited 
the temples dedicated to Krishna, where she sang his praises among the  Shudra s. When 
the prince died at a young age, she refused to sacrifice herself on her husband’s pyre 
( sati ) as required by tradition from a person of her rank. So she left her husband’s family 
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and lived as a wandering ascetic in search of salvation, something that was not socially 
acceptable for a woman.  134   These female role models are, however, in minority, and, for 
the common people, Brahmin orthodoxy remains the general rule. 

 Several other aspects deserve to be developed, but this would draw us too far off our 
topic. Included among them is the role of British colonization, which very early on main-
tained much of the traditional social norms that had been codified in the  smriti  concern-
ing marriage and inheritance rules. However, it ruled against self-immolation of widows 
and child marriage for children under 14 years of age and authorized the remarriage of 
widows.  135   Some authors also like to see in the colonization process an effort to feminize 
the male Indian subjected to the conqueror’s manly authority.  136   The Indian feminist 
movement and globalization are also factors that gradually transformed the relationship 
between the masculine and feminine.  137   

 Women are deemed to be in need of protection because of their traditional low social 
status, and their role is usually confined to the domestic sphere. All of this created a situ-
ation where homosociality is somehow the norm and socializing with the opposite sex 
the exception. Even if the wedding ritual of  saptapadi  (seven steps circling the fire) dur-
ing the traditional ceremony celebrates the friendship between the spouses, the unequal 
status of the two often proved a difficult obstacle to overcome for a real friendship to 
develop. As will be discussed in this chapter, homosociality partly explains the ease with 
which sex between male partners may occur.  

  Homosexuality 
 Before examining the relationship between homosexuality and Hinduism, it is worth 
drawing a social portrait of homosexuality in modern India, while being careful not 
to bring on to it the Western perspective of sexual orientation and gayness. As in most 
cultures, religion is not the sole determinant of the social perception of homosexuality. 
One has also to take into account that there are over one hundred million Muslims in 
India and Islamic civilization has exercised, especially after the twelfth century, a great 
impact on culture and Indian society. British colonialism has left its deep impression, first 
through the East India Company from 1600 until its dissolution on August 2, 1858. 
An act of government in London, the Government of India Act, terminated that first 
period and marked the beginning of the Raj that ended with independence in 1947. 
Globalization of culture, education, and migration outside the subcontinent have cer-
tainly brought greater exposure of Indian society to gay lifestyles and struggles for gay 
rights in other countries, thanks to television, film, literature, and the Internet. The 
AIDS epidemic has had the effect of introducing homosexuality in the public arena as 
men having sex with men were clearly included in the populations at risk. 

 According to some authors, intolerance and homophobia shown by the current 
Indian law does not originate from Indian civilization, but would have appeared with 
the adoption by the colonial government of the criminal code (Indian Penal Code or 
IPC)  138   in 1860.  139   Section 377 of the IPC borrows almost word for word the exist-
ing English criminal law and speaks of sexual intercourse against nature: a man with a 
man, or a woman, or bestiality,  140   meriting a sentence of imprisonment of ten years or 
life. In our opinion, the Western concept of what is against nature is remarkably differ-
ent in its theoretical foundation than what the  Dharma Shastras  define as the objective 
rules of conduct applicable to every caste. In the West, human nature is universal, and 
the general rules apply to all. As we have already observed, the severity of sentences for 
sexual offenses in the  Dharma Shastra s often varies according to the social status of indi-
viduals. The common denominator or rationale for sanctions is purity rather than failing 
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the purpose of reproductive sex, which is usually the criterion for the morality of sexual 
conduct in other religious systems. 

 Ruth Vanita notes that, in India, homosexual acts have never been subject to death 
penalty. There is no evidence of any organized persecution of homosexuals, she says, 
before the nineteenth century.  141   Despite the existence of strong penalties provided by 
section 377 of the criminal code, few cases have found themselves in court until today, 
about 30 over a period of over 100 years.  142   However, this section of the code has 
recently been at the forefront in the public space repeatedly, since two NGOs fighting 
against AIDS, Naz Foundation International and Bharosa Trust, decided in July 2001 
to challenge its constitutionality following the arrest and imprisonment for 47 days of 
four of their employees in Lucknow, Uttar Pradesh.  143   Police searched the premises and 
seized the material it classified as obscene, claiming that the staff of these organiza-
tions operated a gay racket on the Internet and that its members engaged in sodomy 
and encouraged such behavior.  144   Given the circumstances, the Naz Foundation filed an 
action for the annulment of section 377 in the High Court of Delhi, which ultimately 
ruled in 2004 in favor of the government. The High Court accepted the arguments of 
government lawyers suggesting that homosexuality is a Western importation alien to 
Indian culture and that the law aims at protecting social order and preventing abuse, 
namely, toward children.  145   The High Court’s decision was appealed by Naz, and the 
Supreme Court of India decided in February 2006 to return the case to the High Court. 
In doing so it argued that the appellant Naz had no legal interest necessary to chal-
lenge the law because its members had not been found guilty of any illegal acts under 
section 377. Finally, the Delhi High Court considered the case on its merits and ruled 
in favor of Naz Foundation, declaring unconstitutional the provisions of section 377, 
in the case of consenting adults 18 years of age and older.  146   Naz’s work and the legal 
action it undertook have allowed for a more informed picture of homosexual practices in 
India, traditionally a taboo topic, and have also highlighted some of the police repression 
against sexual minorities. 

 Homosexuality in the Indian subcontinent may comprise decidedly different realities 
of what the West usually includes in the concepts of sexual orientation and an openly gay 
lifestyle. Indeed, as noted in a document produced by Naz in 1997, some men who have 
sex with men also have sex with women and are often married. Homosexual practices 
are also quite common among teenagers.  147   That is why, following the footsteps of the 
National Aids Control Organization (NACO), India’s Ministry of Health has favored 
over the past 15 years the phrase “Men who have sex with men” (MSM).  148   It reflects 
a plurality of situations: homosexuals, bisexuals, transvestites, and transsexuals. Among 
these men or teenagers, some are defined as  kothi s, that is to say, effeminate men who 
provide sexual services in the form of anal penetration for men called  panthis  or  giriya s 
(husbands).  149   The  kothi s come predominantly from poor backgrounds, and have little 
or no schooling. Several of them are married and have adopted sex work to provide for 
their family.  150   They are distinct from the  hijra s or transsexuals who have often under-
gone complete castration (removal of testicles and penis); we will return to this topic later 
in the chapter. The  kothi s do not usually live as a woman, but go from their role as men 
with a family to their role as sex workers in the guise of “women,” meeting customers in 
train stations, parks, on beaches or in small tearooms.  151   Neither woman nor man, the 
 kothi  belongs to a third gender.  152   Unlike his partner or customer, the  panthi  or real man, 
the effeminate  kothi  allows himself to be penetrated. He thereby becomes the target of 
oppressive social stigma and marginalization and often encounters verbal and physical 
harassment by the police, other  kothi s or youth gangs.  153   Violence against  kothi s often 
takes the form of sexual assault and rape.  154   
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 Many teens and unmarried young men have sex with each other, often because the 
girls are not easily accessible. These relationships are made easy by the promiscuity result-
ing from a lack of living quarters that drive some young men to share the same bed. It 
is also the fact that male friendships and visible signs of affection between men, holding 
hands in public, for example, are valued in a society where it is extremely difficult to 
interact with women, especially when they are unmarried.  155   In this context, the bound-
ary between friendship and sexual intimacy becomes blurred and easy to cross, and this 
type of sex is often called  dosti .  156   Unlike what happens with  kothi s, sexual relations with 
a friend ( dost ) are also marked by reciprocity, mutual masturbation or intercrural sex, or 
alternation of roles in oral sex or anal intercourse. Most of the time, these homosexual 
practices are viewed as a normal hormonal burst without too many consequences, a 
momentary deviation from the rule ( masti ), due to the person’s young age. 

 The first anthology of gay contemporary Indian literature to appear in English was 
 Yaraana  meaning friendship in Hindi.  157   It gives considerable importance to the phe-
nomenon of  dosti . Indian cinema (Bollywood) has long praised the unwavering male 
friendships that are well within the norms of acceptability in Indian society but whose 
homoerotic taints are now clearly unveiled, the most celebrated being  Sholay  (1975).  158   
Since the late 1990s, several Indian movies have had gay themes altogether; the first was 
probably Riyad Wadia’s  Bomgay , followed by Kaizad Gustad’s  Bombay Boys  and Sanjay 
Sharma’s  Dunno Y . . . Na Jaane Kyon  (English:  Don’t Know Why ; 2010). In 1998, the 
film  Fire  by Deepa Mehta, a Canadian director of Indian origin, stirred a lot of passion 
and dissent in India. The film presents the abandonment of two women, Radha and Sita, 
by their husbands, two brothers. One neglects his wife by having adventures with other 
women while the other takes a chastity vow because his wife cannot conceive. Ignored by 
their husbands, both women end up making love to each other. Both women are far from 
representing the traditional values of a spouse’s loyalty and devotion to her husband, far 
away from Sita’s model in the  Ramayana . Indian star Yuvraaj Parasher was disowned 
by his family for playing a gay man and kissing his partner on screen in  Dunno Y . . . Na 
Jaane Kyon . 

  Kothi-panthi  relationships and male friendships reflect a fluid conception of the man-
liness in everyday life, in spite of a rigid normative system defining sex roles.  159   This flu-
idity may explain why the majority of men or boys having homosexual practices do not 
perceive themselves as having a homosexual identity.  160   There is of course in India today 
a significant gay movement, which started about 20 years ago and which promotes the 
rights for respect and dignity of their sexual difference. These movements appeared in 
certain large cities, in particular Mumbai, Delhi, Kolkata, and Chennai. Their clientele 
is usually schooled, speaks English, and belongs to more affluent circles.  161   Among 
the pioneers promoting the right for sexual orientation in the 1980s was the founder 
of the first gay magazine in India,  Bombay Dost , Ashok Row Kavi.  162   Without trying 
to sum up the history of the Indian gay movement, it is worth mentioning that from 
1992 homosexuals protested in the streets of Delhi against police repression. Several 
other demonstrations of the same nature took place since then, in particular since the 
Lucknow incident. 

 In summary, homosexuality in India was built in a religious, social, and cultural con-
text of its own and its reality is fundamentally different from the Western concept of 
homosexuality. Certainly, there is now a variety of homosexual experiences in India, and 
it would be wholly inappropriate to presume that its existence is the direct consequence 
of colonization. Although some authors believe that we know little about its reality in 
ancient India,  163   I will demonstrate that many of these experiences have deep roots in 
ancient India, contrary to popular myth, which takes it as an evil imported by Muslim 
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invaders  164   or Europeans.  165   History and ancient texts will probably uncover not a rup-
ture but continuity of meaning. 

  Dharma Shastra  literature disapproves of homosexual acts. The  Manu Smriti  men-
tions the sexual union of a male with a male ( maithunam pumsi ) without clarifying the 
exact nature of the alleged act.  166   As Professor Sharma noted, the old English transla-
tion, dating from the Victorian era, described the act as “against nature,” something 
the Sanskrit text does not show.  167   The ban solely concerns the “twice born,” that is to 
say, a person who must live by higher ethical standards. Sharma also brings a compelling 
perspective when he draws attention to the preceding verse, which speaks of extravaginal 
( ayoni ) emission of semen. A comparison of the severity of penalty applicable to both 
faults, a ritual bath in the case of copulation with a male and  samtapana kricchra   168   in 
other cases, led the author to conclude that the main objective of the codifier was primar-
ily protecting women’s virtue.  169   The phrase  maithunam pumsi  is found elsewhere in the 
 Manu Smriti  and the  Vishnu Smriti , but this time the alleged act entails the loss of his 
caste.  170   How can these two positions be reconciled? In fact, I think the two need not 
be interpreted as opposed, if one examines the context of each of these two statements. 
Consider first the assertion that sex between men causes a loss of caste. The author of 
the  Manu Smriti  enumerates various types of fault, the most serious ( mahapataka ) to 
the lighter ( upupataka ), and those entail the loss of caste.  171   The enumeration is fol-
lowed by the assertion that all the faults mentioned may be the object of atonement by 
performing appropriate penances listed thereafter according to their category.  Chapter 
XI , verse 175, imposes a ritual bath to the “twice born” who committed a homosexual 
act. The reason why the author specifically aimed at the “twice born” could be motivated 
by the fact that a  Shudra  cannot commit an offense causing loss of caste.  172   The  Vishnu 
Smriti  differs slightly in that the required penance seems more severe, purification using 
five different cow products  samtapana kricchra , with the difference that involuntary acts 
deserve a less severe penance ( prajapatya ),  173   a distinction also found in  Manu Smriti .  174   
Sharma is probably right in thinking that the position of ancient legislators on penances 
for homosexual relations remains unclear today.  175   However, it may very well be that 
the ritual bath may come as an added penance either to the five cow products ( samta-
pana kricchra ) or to fasting ( prajapatya ) because these latter forms of expiation must 
be accompanied by a ritual bath three times a day.  176   In short, the loss of caste is not 
automatic as there are ways to atone otherwise. The  Artha Shastra , a treatise on political 
economy from the fourth century  BC  written by Kautilya, imposes a fine on people who 
engage in homosexual acts, without specifying their nature. The fines are equivalent to 
those imposed for extravaginal sex: the first set of fines between 48 and 96  panas  (metal 
currency).  177   These two sexual acts must be punished less severely than heterosexual 
relations involving a female  Brahman , entailing the highest level of fines (500–1000 
 panas ) for a  Kshatriya  man, the seizure of all his property for a  Vaisya  and the stake for a 
 Shudra .  178   The man who has sex with a virgin girl must pay 400  panas , a second set fine, 
and has his middle finger cut off.  179   The severity of sentences at first seems to serve the 
purpose of protecting women and girls and the purity of caste, which would explain the 
lightness of penalties for homosexual acts. The  Manu Smriti  states very clearly that adul-
tery should be punished severely because it runs the risk of having castes mingled.  180   

 Homosexual relations are not clearly defined in the laws and the early legislators may 
have included a set of practices. They barely mentioned oral sex in general and made no 
direct mention of homosexual fellatio.  181   Regardless of the sexual partner’s gender, the 
real problem seemed the likely ingestion of semen as we have mentioned. Unlike the 
legislators, Vatsyayana, in a verse from the  Kama Sutra , speaks abundantly of homo-
sexual fellatio practiced by people of an independent third gender ( tritiya prakriti ).  182   
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Two categories of persons belong to the third gender whether their appearance is male 
( purusha rupini ) or feminine ( stri rupini ).  183   The next verse gives an account of the cate-
gory: they wear dresses and behave like women. Vatsyayana gives no precision on the first 
category though the commentator Yashodhara seems to indicate that they are male. He 
calls people of the third gender  napumsaka  and among them are found those who show 
a manly appearance with beards while others have a breast.  184   The  Sataphata Brahmana  
explains the neutral ( napumsaka ) gender in grammar by the image of a castrated bull, 
neither male nor female.  185   The same text speaks of an individual being neither woman 
nor man, a defective or impotent ( kliba ) man who cannot inseminate a female partner.  186   
Ayurveda recognizes three gender categories: male, female, and neutral ( napumsaka ).  187   
The  Mahabharata  states that men who have homosexual sex will reincarnate into beings 
incapable of having offspring ( kliba ).  188   According to the  Manu Smriti , the  kliba  can-
not inherit but this status is reversible if he weds and has children.  189   This suggests that 
this condition is not always inherited.  190   Another word is sometimes used, especially 
in Ayurvedic medicine, to explain this lack of virility and sexual energy,  sandha .  191   The 
authors agree to say that these three expressions— kliba ,  napumsaka , and  sandha —are 
synonymous and usually refer to sexual dysfunction or a deviation from the norm of 
male heterosexuality whose origin may be physical, congenital, or acquired, in addition 
to being at times emotional or mental.  192   Besides birth defects such as hermaphroditism, 
having a curved penis, infertility, some sexual behaviors are also considered to be oddi-
ties of nature ( vikriti ) or a lack of virility ( sandha ). The  Sushruta  mentions various cases: 
the man who performs fellatio ( asekya purusha ),  193   the man who experiences orgasm by 
smelling genitalia ( saughandhika ), voyeur ( irsyaka ), the man with effeminate behavior 
( narasandha  or  naracestita ), the woman with masculine behavior ( narisandha  or  stric-
estikara )  194   and the male insertee ( kumbhika ).  195   Impotence ( sandha ) in some cases is a 
physical phenomenon, while in others it is a lack of heterosexual desire that may trans-
form into homosexual practices. Several translators have rendered the words  napumsaka  
and  tritiya prakriti  or others with the word “eunuch” while castration is one outcome in 
the general outlook of atypical or ambiguous sexuality. Amara Das Wilhelm attributes this 
usage to the prevalent prudery of the Victorian era that would have prompted the urge to 
hide something as taboo as homosexuality.  196   Moreover, castration was not widespread 
in India before the arrival of Muslim invaders in the eleventh century; they imported it 
to continue to include in their service, especially in harems, castrated slaves.  197   Flattening 
the meaning of all these expressions by translating them into one word, “eunuch,” reveals 
an agenda that goes far beyond Victorian prudery. It probably demonstrates a deliberate 
process through which British colonizers attempted to conceal unfamiliar gender ambi-
guities and limit their public expression.  198   Concealment and ambiguity, on the other 
hand, allowed some colonizers to experience homosexual encounters without under-
mining their social status, something inconceivable in England.  199   Ayurvedic medicine 
attributes to various reproductive pathologies causes related to sperm quality, fertiliza-
tion, or embryonic development.  200   In this context, it is not surprising to find Vatsyayana 
using a phrase like  tritiya pakriti  to designate a third gender or sex, together with the 
male and female categories. The expression is a catch-all category that accounts for both 
physiological deficits and anatomical abnormalities of the male or female reproductive 
system, but also any atypical form of sexuality.  201   The  Kama Sutra  appears to limit the 
category of a third sex or gender to all that defies conformity to gender roles. After hav-
ing discussed these instances, its author devotes much space to the condition of men who 
appear to be truly masculine ( purusha rupim ), masseurs and hairdressers, who practice 
fellatio but hide their attraction to the same sex ( kama purusham ).  202   He also mentions 
in passing that some women engage in it as well as young servants ( yuvanah paricarakah ) 
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with their masters.  203   Vatsyayana leaves the impression that these men, masseurs or young 
servants, do not belong to the third sex and are not  napumsaka ,  204   though he is certainly 
aware that Ayurvedic medicine treats fellatio as a third sex phenomenon.  205   Vatsyayana’s 
approach leans more on the side of an anthropological or sociological account instead of 
medicine, pathology, and etiology. He observed the sexual mores of the age and sought 
ways to promote sexual pleasure in all its forms. His effort thus included homosexual 
men who were socially labeled as belonging to the third sex but also those men who did 
not. His views join, surprisingly, what we uncovered as the homosexual reality of contem-
porary India, which is of the  kothi / panthi  pattern, of the  hijra , but also of those several 
men who have sex with men without identifying to any group. Thus, he speaks of citizens 
( nagarakah ) of the same sex, without any other qualifying epithet, who are so attached 
to each other that they get married ( parigraha ).  206   

 Ayurvedic medicine and the  Kama Sutra , therefore, provide the description of a mul-
tifaceted sexuality, in which ambiguity deserves a prominent place. Religious literature 
contains many accounts of this ambiguity. Thus, the  Mahabharata  tells the story of the 
famed warrior hero Arjuna and his brothers who were condemned to remain in exile 
in the forest for 12 years after losing their kingdom at dice to the Kauravas, and had 
to spend an extra thirteenth year incognito. Arjuna chose to stay at the court of King 
Virata as a  sandha  or  kliba , thus a member of the third sex ( tritiya prakriti ). He arrived 
dressed as a woman, took the name of Brihanalla and lived in the women’s quarters with 
the palace’s women and taught dance to Princess Uttaraa.  207   He was asked to defend the 
kingdom in battle, but King Virata’s son refused to fight alongside Brihanalla, a  sandha . 
In the end Brihanalla brought victory over the enemy.  208   Did Arjuna, in fact, become a 
eunuch or was he only cross-dressing? The  Mahabharata  does not directly answer the 
question. King Virata had a hard time believing that a person of such strength and stature 
could have been a  kliba .  209   The end of the episode seems to favor the interpretation of 
a cross-dressing when the son revealed to the king Brihanalla’s true identity. The king 
indeed offered to Arjuna his daughter’s hand, but he refused only to prove the purity 
of his intentions toward the princess.  210   He wanted to silence the suspicions and gossip 
about his past year spent with the king’s daughter in the palace’s quarters reserved for 
women. Of greater importance than Arjuna’s true anatomical sex is another story from 
the  Mahabharata  (Book III  Aranyaka Parva , 36–46) where the hero is presented as 
a saint, a person in total control of his sexual appetite, in short an ascetic. Indeed, this 
book recounts the journey undertaken by Arjuna to obtain the necessary weapons that 
will help the Pandavas win over the Kauravas. He went first to the Himalayas where he 
practiced asceticism ( tapas ) in order to please Shiva, who then gave him some weapons 
and then he went to heaven to visit Indra, the king of the gods. Indra, fearing Arjuna 
might try to become like a god, wanted to put his chastity to test and sent the  apsara  
Urvashi to seduce him. Seeing Arjuna’s resistance to her advances, she thought that he 
could not possibly be a man, and, by means of a charm, made him impotent ( sandha ). 
These stories serve to demonstrate that male sexual transformations into ambiguous or 
androgynous beings are often used as a subterfuge allowing the hero to collect spiritual 
energy through ascetic practices ( tapas ).  211   Arjuna undergoes another sexual transfor-
mation in the  Padma Purana .  212   The context is clearly that of the Vaishnava  bhakti  
(devotion to Vishnu). Arjuna asks Krishna permission to attend the dance ( rasa lila ) 
that he secretly executes with the cowherd girls. Krishna sends him with his request to 
the Goddess-mother who made him take a bath. He then comes out transformed into 
a beautiful and provocative woman named Arjuniya. He meets the  gopi s, with Radha 
and Krishna. Lord Krishna finds the intense feeling manifested by Arjuniya toward him 
and drags her into the forest to engage in love play. Here again Arjuna’s transformation 
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is reversible. Krishna asks the Goddess to have his new exhausted love companion take 
a bath and suddenly Arjuniya becomes Arjuna again. The nature of the transformation 
undergone by Arjuna is not specified because the author’s goal is essentially spiritual, to 
express the infinite love of God through the metaphor of human love. Given this context, 
it would be difficult to see any validation of homosexual conduct. However, despite the 
fact the transformation sets the erotic expression in a perhaps more acceptable hetero-
sexual relationship, none of the actors in the  rasa lila  is taken in by the situation, Arjuna, 
Krishna, Radha, or the Goddess. In the background there still remains some ambiguity 
in the expression of Arjuna/Arjuniya’s desire for Krishna. The heterosexual nature of the 
deception normalizes the expression of Arjuna’s love and devotion for Krishna. 

 Arjuna’s transformation is not surprising when placed in the context of the friendship 
( sakhya ) and intimacy that the two share. In the  Mahabharata , Krishna says that noth-
ing in the world is dearer to him than his friend Arjuna, more valuable than his wife and 
children.  213   The expression of this intimacy finds its apotheosis in the  Bhagavad Gita , 
especially in  Chapter XI  when Krishna reveals his divine nature to Arjuna, who apolo-
gizes for all the disrespect he had demonstrated through his ignorance of this glorious 
nature, at times when they were very close during meals, rest, and play.  214   Friendship 
( sakhya prema ) is an egalitarian form of devotion in the development of  bhakta  lit-
erature, such as in the  Srimad Bhagavatam ,  215   Sri Chaitanya’s  Charitamrita ,  216   or Sri 
Rupa Goswami’s  Bhakti Rasamrita Sindhu .  217   Young male friendships between the 
 gopa  (shepherd male teens) and Krishna are full of tenderness and sensuality as in song 
X of the  Srimad Bhagavatam . These stories serve to highlight this friendship as a meta-
phor for mystical ecstasy ( sakhya rasa ) experienced by the devout in service of Krishna, 
joining other forms of mystical ecstasy borrowed from conjugal love or parental care.  218   
Krishna’s mysticism, particularly within the Gaudhiya Vaishnava movement, has a poly-
semic structure where homoeroticism can be expressed either in the form of fraternal 
friendship ( sakhya rasa ) or in the form of conjugal love ( madhurhya rasa ). Chaitanya 
used to disguise himself as a woman to unite to Krishna in the image of Radha. As so 
aptly noticed by Wendy Doniger, gender ambiguity mediates the mystical union of a 
male devotee to a male god. There is, through the use of heterosexual guise or decep-
tion, an implicit expression of homosexual eroticism.  219   During his visit to the temple 
of Jagannath (Krishna) at Puri in Odisha (Orissa), Chaitanya allegedly met Jagannath 
Das. According to some biographers, the two men never parted one from the other. 
Jagannath Das lived as Radha, Krishna’s servant incarnated in the person of Chaitanya, 
and he often attributed to himself feminine names.  220   Nowadays, inspired by Krishna, 
the movement GALVA (Gay and Lesbian Vaishnava Association, Inc.) supports the 
inclusion of gays, lesbians, transsexuals, and other individuals belonging to the third sex. 
This movement is international, but its reality is mostly American. GALVA struggles 
against any form of sex discrimination and preaches that homosexuality is just as natural 
as heterosexuality. While advocating celibacy and chastity as an ideal, GALVA wants 
monogamous homosexual relationships to be recognized as legitimate unions, in short 
the recognition of gay marriage.  221   

 In the devotion to the Goddess ( Shakti ) current, but with Tantric overtones, 
Ramakrishna’s life and character have attracted considerable controversy, mainly in 1995 
with the publication of Jeffrey Kripal’s book,  Kali’s Child, the Mystical and the Erotic 
in the Life and Teachings of Ramakrishna . According to the author, Ramakrishna’s 
experiences of mystical union with the Goddess Kali arise from repressed homosexual 
desires. In 1996, the book received the “Best Book of the Year Award” by the prestigious 
American Academy of Religion, which immediately provoked strong reactions in India, 
especially in Bengal where the saint enjoys immense popularity. The Indian government 
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considered for a moment a ban on the book on its territory and a formal complaint with 
US authorities.  222   Several passages in Ramakrishna’s biography mention the excitement 
and attraction he demonstrated in the presence of young male disciples.  223   One can cer-
tainly question the psychoanalytic method used by Kripal, but I find it difficult to totally 
eliminate the libidinous tones in Ramakrishna’s reactions, as the Order of Ramakrishna 
sought to do through Swami Tyagananda’s pen.  224   The master’s reactions during his first 
encounters with young Narendra, who would eventually become Swami Vivekananda 
whose teachings experienced considerable success in the West, speak for themselves. 
Narendra met Ramakrishna for the first time in Dakshineswar, and the latter seemed 
subjugated by the young man of 18 to such an extent that he could not help crying after 
they had parted, shouting that the young man’s absence had become unbearable.  225   He 
admitted to being disturbed by other young men, but not with the same intensity.  226   As 
Narendra’s visits became scarce, Ramakrishna became agitated and sad, his heart broken. 
He did worry about what people thought of such a bond.  227   Narendra appeared dis-
turbed by the master’s bizarre behavior when he hand-fed him while describing him as 
an incarnation of Narayana (Vishnu).  228   During his third visit to Dakshineswar, Narendra 
witnessed Ramakrishna having some kind of mystical trance and he himself lost con-
sciousness when touched by the master. When he awakened, he felt Ramakrishna’s hand 
caressing his chest.  229   Narasingha Sil, who, contra Kripal, refuses to see Ramakrishna as 
a homosexual person, says the master was obviously attracted by the physical appearance 
of young males, particularly their chests and genitals.  230   Swami Akhandananda tells how 
the teacher, naked as a worm, removed his clothes and lied with him in a bed on the 
veranda.  231   The biographer M (Mahendranath Gupta) reports that the young, future 
Swami Trigunatitananda willingly pandered to the desires of Ramakrishna when the lat-
ter asked him to get naked.  232   Narasingha Sil gives several examples of the master’s joy 
and excitement in the presence of young men, which leaves no doubt about their homo-
erotic nature.  233   Worth mentioning is the incident recounted by Shivanath Shastri while 
he was traveling in a coach to Calcutta with the master. The latter covered his head in the 
manner of the married women of Bengal and confided in him the feelings of a woman 
traveling with her lover.  234   I do not wish to enter into a debate about Ramakrishna’s 
homosexuality, but there is enough evidence to confirm he had homoerotic feelings 
toward his younger disciples, and that this sort of eroticism was deployed as a path to the 
divine, as in  Bhakti  and  Tantra . 

 Among the fascinating stories of sex changes in the  Yogavashsishta Maharamayana  
(eighth century  AD ) is the story of King Shikidhvaja and his wife Chudala.  235   The story 
presents Chudala as highly educated and well versed in the techniques of meditation, 
yoga, and  pranayama . She tries to teach the king the ways of wisdom, but he gives no 
credence to the ascetic and intellectual abilities of a woman. Unable to achieve happiness 
in life, the king decides to renounce the world and retires to the forest without her, prob-
ably to accomplish hastily the third stage of life, the  vanaprashta . Chudala, whom the 
king has charged to rule the kingdom, one day decides to visit her husband but, through 
her magical powers, transformed as a young Brahmin with the name Kumbhaka. He 
teaches the king the chief truths and ways to reach eternal wisdom through renunciation 
and detachment from any form of desire. The two become friends. However, Chudala/
Kumbhaka feels a strong sexual desire for the king and invents a ploy to bring the king to 
bed without revealing his true identity. He tells the king that the wise Durvasa has cast a 
spell forcing him to transform each night into a woman named Madanika. The king con-
tinues to resist his advances, and Madanika/Kumbhaka asks the reason why. Since he is 
now in complete control of his desires, how could a single liaison with her make him lose 
all the energy accumulated by asceticism? The king yields to her sexual advances, and they 
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meet every night and have sex. Finally, Madanika/Kumbhaka reveals her true identity and 
the king returns to rule the kingdom in the company of Chudala, to whom he expresses 
his gratitude for showing him the path to liberation. The  Yogavashsishta Maharamayana  
teaches the superiority of the path of the householder ( grihastha ) and the prospects for 
women to attain salvation, contrary to the creed of orthodox Brahmanism. Although 
Chudala must be transformed into a man to discuss ways of spiritual release with her 
husband, in the end, all genders become illusory as Kumbhaka/Madanika reveals his true 
identity. In this story, gender fluidity allows for the expression of a thinly veiled homo-
sexuality since Shikidhvaja knows that the Madanika he meets in the night is no one else 
but his friend Kumbhaka he associates with during the day. The friendship between these 
two men simply turns into something else overnight. 

 The gods also experience sex changes. Thus, Vishnu turns into a woman, the enchant-
ress Mohini, to attract demons and get the elixir of immortality ( amrita ).  236   The demons 
counterattack and Vishnu takes back his male form to defeat them with his disk of fire. 
The story of Vishnu’s transformation does not stop here. Shiva, who heard about this 
feat from Narada, asks Vishnu to transform into Mohini. Shiva then becomes sexually 
aroused at the sight of her, and rapes her before the eyes of his wife Parvati, who looks 
down in shame. A child is born of this relationship, Mahashata.  237   Pretty much the same 
story is told in the  Bhagavata Purana  with Shiva being aware of the deception and 
returning to his senses after the act. He does not seem to experience any discomfort 
( avridam ) following his action.  238   Difficult to say whether there is penetration as Mohini 
struggles, but Shiva grabs her hair and holds her in his arms, like the elephant bull 
copulating with its mate, says the text. Is it an anal or vaginal intercourse? In all probabil-
ity, the position is from behind. Whatever the level of alteration undergone by Vishnu, 
transsexualism or transvestism, we’ll never know; the story clearly has some homosexual 
flavor. The desire to be sexually aroused is certainly not absent from Shiva’s intentions 
when he asked Vishnu to temporarily take the form of the enchantress. It may be that 
Shiva, blinded by the heat of passion, loses the true identity of the object of his desire; he 
is nevertheless aware at the very start that the play has a sexual character. Vanita, follow-
ing Doniger, mentions a Telugu version of the story that shows Vishnu recovering his 
male identity in the middle of the act while Shiva continues his work.  239   

 The legend of Mohini as told by the Puranic literature is the result of a theological 
attempt at reconciling Vaishnava and Saiva cults. It took a distinct turn in Southern 
India. At Sabarimala in Kerala, an annual pilgrimage takes place to honor the son born of 
the union of Shiva and Mohini, Mahashata, who is called Ayappa in the south. According 
to the  Bhuthanathopakhyanam , and hymns in Malayalam called  Ayyappan Pattukal , the 
child was found near the river Pamba by the king of Pandalam, Rajasekhera, who raised 
him and named him Ayappa.  240   He became a skilled warrior to defend the kingdom and 
developed a friendship with Vavar, a Muslim soldier. The king wanted him to become 
the heir to his kingdom, but Ayappa retired as an ascetic bachelor into the forest. The 
pilgrimage lasts for 41 days from November to January and yearly attracts millions of 
men who identify with Ayappa by practicing austerities and abstinence. Some authors 
notice in this cult homoerotic tones that they explain by the lack of women on the scene 
and some misogyny associated with Ayappa’s rejection of marriage and his fondness 
for his male friendships, in particular for his companion Vavar.  241   In fact, the pilgrim-
age to Sabarimala is closely linked to marriage and procreation, despite its appearances. 
As noticed more than once, eroticism and sexuality never stray from its opposite pole, 
asceticism. Ayappa’s cult allows householders to transform as ascetics briefly and identify 
with a hypermasculine model throughout their participation in the pilgrimage, which is 
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physically tremendously demanding. This is somehow a form of spiritual renewal for men 
as well as a celebration of masculinity.  242   

 Ayappa’s birth without a mother is not uncommon in Hindu literature as the god 
Kartikeya, also known as Skanda or Murugan in the south, was born from Shiva’s sperm 
that was drunk by Agni.  243   Ruth Vanita opens new perspectives on the fertility of homo-
sexual unions from these myths about childbirth from same-sex parents. She deals pri-
marily with the birth of the hero Bhagirata, king of Kosala, who brought the river Ganga 
on earth from the celestial regions of Mount Meru. In Bengali versions of the  Padma 
Purana  and of the  Ramayana  by the fourteenth-century poet Krittivasa, Bhagiratha was 
born from the loving union of two women and the etymology of his name is related to 
the fact that he came from the union of two vulvas.  244   

 Some of today’s gays connect with Ayappa or Skanda, but there are also other legends 
about Mohini acting mainly as foundational myths for homosexuals, transvestites, and 
transsexuals in southern India. Several local festivals in Tamil Nadu, as at Melattur or 
Yervadi, showcase the Aravan Kalabali, the sacrifice of Arjuna’s son Aravan, especially 
with a dance where female parts are held by men. This sacrifice was offered to the god-
dess Kali to ensure the victory of the Pandavas in the great battle of Kurukshetra. Aravan 
agreed to sacrifice himself if he was first permitted to marry. As the union would not 
endure, he found no candidate and then Krishna appeared as the enchantress Mohini 
to satisfy Aravan’s request, and he was beheaded the following morning. This legend is 
found only in the Tamil versions of the  Mahabharata .  245   At Kuvakkam, a small village 
not far from Chennai, is the temple dedicated to Kuttandavar Aravan. At full moon in 
the month of Chittirai (mid-April to mid-May) in the Tamil calendar, an annual festival 
is held where thousands of transvestites or transsexuals, or  hijra s called  ali s or  Aravani s 
in the south, symbolically recreate Mohini’s marriage to Aravan.  246   The  Aravani s are 
adorned with bridal ornaments, and then wedded to Krishna by a priest who performs 
the marriage rites. It is also an opportunity for many men playing Aravan’s role to have 
sex with the “one night Mohinis.”  247   A similar event is held annually at Pillaiyarkuppam, 
near Pondicherry.  248   At Saundatti in Karnataka, devotion to the goddess Yellamma or 
Renuka leads some men to dress up in feminine garments to perform rituals at temples 
dedicated to her. These men, called  jogappa s, live dressed as women in memory of the 
elder son of Yellamma; this son refused to obey the orders of his father Jamadagni, who 
asked him to behead his mother who he suspected of having succumbed to the charms of 
a  gandharva  (male spirit).  249   They became eunuchs after a spell cast by their father. The 
 jogappa s do not undergo ritual castration ( nirvan ), unlike many  hijra s or  aravani s. It 
must be underlined that many villagers participating in these festivals may have sex with 
 ali s only to become widowers, as their ritual marriage enables the completion of Aravan’s 
sacrifice to Kali. Hidden behind transvestism implied in the ritual Krishna/Mohini fig-
ure, the villagers vow a genuine cult to  kshatriya  masculinity. The situation is quite dif-
ferent with the  ali s whose transformation is permanent.  Ali s have increased in number 
since the last 50 years, especially in the Kuvakkam festival, which is an occasion for them 
to meet and discuss social and political issues related to their condition.  250   

 The  hijra s, who may be hermaphrodites, eunuchs, or mere transvestites, worship the 
goddess Bahuchara Mata, whose main temple is located at Ahmedabad in Gujarat.  251   
According to a legend, ritual castration was originally practiced by Bahuchara Mata on 
the prince she had just married who refused to sleep with her saying he was neither male 
nor female.  252   Another legend tells of a king who had no son and turned to the goddess 
to get one. The latter granted his prayer, but he fathered an impotent son named Jetho. 
One night, the goddess appeared to him in a dream, commanded him to cut off his geni-
tals and dress as a woman. Since then, impotent men experience the same call from the 
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goddess and become  hijra s.  253   They also rely on the  Ramayana  to support their lifestyle. 
According to their version of the text, when Rama left the kingdom of Ayodhya, his 
subjects decided to follow him out of solidarity, angry with King Dasaratha’s decision to 
send him into exile with Sita. Rama chose exile because the king had given in to pressure 
from his wife Kaikeyi who wanted her son Bharata to be crowned instead of Rama. He 
begged the subjects to return to Ayodhya, which they did, with the exception of those 
who were neither man nor woman and stayed to await his return on the shores of the 
river Ganga.  254   Faced with such an expression of solidarity, Rama promised they would 
become kings in the age of  Kali Yuga . 

 Arjuna/Brihanalla, the transvestite dancer and hero of the  Mahabharata , is an 
emblematic figure for the  hijra s. As Arjuna/Brihanalla participated as a dancer at wed-
dings and births in the court of King Virata, the  hijra s are called upon to perform rites 
and ceremonies of blessing, with songs and dances, in homes where a male child is born. 
They also participate in certain rituals associated with sexuality and fertility in the newly-
weds’ houses.  255   The ceremonial functions they perform have a direct relationship with 
their ambiguous sexuality. The fact that they are not procreative beings gives them the 
ability to accumulate  tapas  like the ascetics or  sannyasin .  256   Arjuna gives up his marriage 
to King Virata’s daughter but prepares her for her role as bride and mother. Just as 
Shiva’s castration turned out to be creative for the whole universe, Arjuna’s renuncia-
tion becomes a source of fertility for princess Uttara who married his son Abbhimanyu. 
She will give him a unique son, Parikshit. Alf Hiltelbeitel persuasively demonstrates the 
similarities between Arjuna/Brihanalla and Shiva, the ascetic and the erotic, or in his 
androgynous appearance or body ( Ardhanarisvara ).  257   The  hijra s expect to be a reli-
gious community dedicated to celibacy but the truth is quite different since many of 
them do sell their sexual services to heterosexual men and sometimes live with  panthis .  258   
This does not prevent people from calling for their services in the major stages of life 
when sexuality and fertility are at the forefront. Precisely because they belong to the 
third sex, unable to procreate, they transcend the traditional social categories reserved 
for married people and form a marginal social group, sometimes respected or feared and 
most of the time despised. 

 It is difficult to have a clear idea of the number of  hijra s or  aravani s who live on the 
Indian territory, even though the census of India 2011 included for the first time the 
possibility for a person to declare one’s gender as “other.” It is still too soon to evaluate 
the impact this will have on the  hijra s’ lives. The figures range from 50,000 to 1 million, 
but the reality is probably somewhere between 500,000 and 1 million.  259   Most authors 
cannot provide accurate statistics on the percentage of young people taking refuge in 
their community who undergo complete castration, that is, the removal of the testes and 
penectomy. Based on interviews with several  hijra s conducted by Zia Jaffrey, the 15- or 
16-year-old males enter the “ hijra  family” because they want to become women or in 
some cases because they are hermaphrodites. After a three-year probation with the mas-
ter ( guru ), in principle the disciple ( chela ) undergoes ritual emasculation and is officially 
received in the community. In the  hijra  mentality, a true  hijra  must undergo the surgery, 
except the hermaphrodite. Those who are not castrated are considered  zenanas  (trans-
vestites) or  kothi s, not  hijra s. However, according to Ashok Row Kavi of the Humsafar 
Trust in Mumbai, an education and health intervention team for men who have sex with 
men, 85 percent of the  hijra  population has not undergone the operation. Serena Nanda 
says that many youngsters join the community after having had homosexual experiences 
during which they played the passive role in anal intercourse. They usually find in the 
group a purpose and an environment that facilitates the expression of their sexual prefer-
ence for men.  260   Belonging to the  hijra  family is based on a multitude of reasons; some 
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more rarely related to their congenital condition (hermaphrodites or intersexuality), but 
more often to a psychological condition, the feeling of being a woman in a male body, 
or having a preference for the same sex. Anthropologist Gayatri Reddy has studied  hijra s 
and  kothi s from the Hyderabad area and has shown how  hijra  identity is a complex phe-
nomenon that goes beyond gender or belonging to the third sex. One remains unable 
to understand the  hijra s, particularly those identified as  badi hijra s—those who officiate 
at certain ceremonies—without opposing them to the  kothi s; they are particularly dis-
tinguished by their adherence to the ideal of renunciation of sexual pleasure evidenced 
by castration.  261   There is certainly compelling reason to wonder about the impact in 
the long run of an emerging Indian gay movement on the social reality of twenty-first-
century  hijra s. They surely constitute a complex social and cultural phenomenon that 
can only be explained by a latent homosexual desire, as Carstairs and Sinha have tried to 
explain.  262   With the modern gay movement, young male Indians explore other ways to 
live their sexual orientation without having to socialize as part of the  hijra  family or hav-
ing to identify as  kothi . These social groupings have been a kind of shelter or host family 
for people with a marginalized sexuality for centuries and still retain a particular place in 
the social ensemble.  Hijra  culture is far from disappearing; since 1998 at least six of them 
have held public office as mayor or deputy mayor. As Gayatri Reddy explains, this new 
trend will no doubt help this marginalized group to make gains in society, but she also 
mentions the dangers represented by an ideology that seeks its legitimacy in asceticism 
and celibacy seen as a nation-building power.  263    

  Conclusion 
 If I were to choose two words to summarize all of my remarks on Hinduism and homo-
sexuality, I would want these two: diversity and tolerance. The first may appear more 
markedly than the second. Hinduism, in fact, does not reveal itself as a monolithic doc-
trine of universal truths equally applicable to all, whatever the personal and social situ-
ation of the faithful. Several paths to salvation are actually available to each according 
to social or personal status. In addition, final release or individual salvation cannot be 
accomplished at the expense of the individual’s purpose on earth, including the satisfac-
tion of material, emotional, and sexual needs. As I hope I have shown, some salvation 
paths do consider various expressions of eroticism as useful means, including homoerotic 
expressions. Religious symbolism and mythological stories clearly are fertile ground on 
which they can reveal themselves significantly.  264   Even in the more moralistic literature 
of the  Dharma Shastra s, homosexual practices are handled without substantial severity. 
Can it be said that the Hindu culture appears more tolerant of homosexuality? Though 
it might be true that social intolerance against homosexuality actually manifested itself 
with British colonization, it still matters to qualify the traditional tolerance toward it. 
Speaking of tolerance in the context of caste as a trait often associated with Indians or 
Hindus, Louis Dumont has this succinct phrase: “They will assign a rank, where the West 
would approve or exclude.”  265   Even if the social system marginalizes small groups, they 
are never entirely rejected and are still part of the whole. In Hindu culture, the duty to 
raise a family remains a central reality and all those who do not follow up are outside and 
are somehow pushed to the margins. Ascetics are certainly among them, but they are not 
alone. There are also widows and persons of the third sex. The concept of  tritiya prakriti  
functions as to include in the social body a variety of people who otherwise, because of 
their desire for the same sex, would have no place. 

 This perception of homosexuality was developed in a culture where society overrides 
the individual. In the West the opposite happened, and it is, therefore, not surprising that 
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homosexuality is now seen as a personal choice and sexual orientation as a fundamental 
right. 

 Although the gay movement has recently occupied some portion of the Indian homo-
sexual space, its landscape is still well diversified with local particularities in such a way 
that no universal global gay identity can be affirmed.  266    
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 Buddhism   

   Religion 
 Buddhism is considered the fourth largest religion in the world, with nearly 350 million 
adherents. This figure could, in fact, be higher for various reasons. First, in some coun-
tries such as China, Japan, Vietnam, and Taiwan, religious syncretism stamps popular cul-
ture, so that people alternately practice cults inspired by popular beliefs but also blended 
with more complex religious systems such as Buddhism, Daoism, or Shinto. Political 
reasons also, especially in the case of communist regimes, can play a role in governmental 
data underestimating the reality of religion in favor of its secularist propaganda. 

 Countries where the concentration of Buddhists in relation to the total population is 
the highest are Thailand  1   (94 percent), Cambodia (90 percent), Myanmar  2   (89 percent), 
and Sri Lanka  3   (77 percent). It was in this region that Theravada Buddhism (Doctrine of 
the Elders) blossomed.  4   Mahayana Buddhism developed in China where there are more 
than 100 million adherents, Japan  5   (44.5 percent), South Korea  6   (47 percent), Vietnam  7   
(9.3 percent), and Taiwan  8   (24 percent). India has almost 8 million Buddhists, most of 
them belonging to the neo-Buddhist movement founded in 1956 by Bhimrao Ramji 
Ambedkar, an untouchable who marched to the defense of his brothers, the untouch-
ables of Maharashtra. The United States is home to the greatest number of Western 
adherents, 2.5 to 4 million or 1.6 percent of its population,  9   whereas in Europe, France 
and Great Britain have the largest number, 650,000 and 180,000, respectively.  10   Canada 
had 300,345 Buddhists in 2001, including 45,000 in Quebec.  11   

 Buddhism is based on the teachings of the historical Buddha, Gautama Siddhartha, 
born in Kapilavasthu (somewhere on the border of India and Nepal) in 586  BC . He was 
born into a family belonging to the  kshatriya  clan of the  Shakya s, son of King Suddhodana 
and Queen Mahamaya. Tradition has it that his mother conceived him after a white ele-
phant had entered her womb.  12   The young prince led a life free from the vicissitudes and 
dangers of life. At the age of 16 he married the princess Yashodara with whom he had a 
son, Rahula. One day he went to a park outside the royal palace and met an old man, a 
sick person, a corpse being brought to the pyre, and finally a hermit. These four encoun-
ters sparked in his mind thoughts about the sufferings that affect sentient beings and the 
means to address them. He then decided to leave his family and his princely life to devote 
himself to the pursuit of truth. Clothed in the yellow robe of the ascetic, he wandered 
homeless. He met several  sannyasin s who educated him in the art of meditation and con-
centration, but their teachings were incapable of bringing peace of mind or the complete 
extinguishing ( nibbana ) of human suffering, since meditative states are only temporary.  13   
He also engaged in all kinds of austerities, lack of food and sleep, risking his health, but 
without obtaining the desired peace. On his arrival at Bodh Gaya, he decided to abandon 
his ascetic practices, fed himself under the shade of a  pipal —later named the Bodhi tree 
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(tree of awakening)—and reflected on the middle path, a middle way between the hedo-
nism of his youth and his current asceticism. Mara, the demon of death, tried to keep 
him away from his meditative state by tempting him with beautiful young temptresses. 
Touching the ground with the forefinger of his right hand ( bhumisparsha mudra ), the 
Buddha then called the earth to witness that he would not allow himself be distracted 
by temptations until he clearly understood the reality of all things—that is to say, not 
until he fully became enlightened (Buddha). During his meditation, Gautama became 
aware of his many past lives and understood that the cycle of rebirths obeyed the rules 
of karmic causality, that is, that the quality of the actions performed during a lifetime 
affected the quality of future lives. Above all he saw with absolute clarity that personal 
liberation from this cycle is only brought through a deep understanding of the four noble 
truths ( cattari ariyasaccani ) that form the foundation of enlightenment. He became the 
perfectly awakened,  Sammasambuddha . Gautama then headed to Varanasi, or specifically 
to a place called Sarnath Isispatana (better known as the “Deer Park”) located 13 miles 
from the former. There, he shared his findings with the five ascetics who had abandoned 
him in shock when he broke his fast and gave his first lesson, entitled the “Wheel of 
Law” or  Dhammachakkapavattana Sutta ,  14   which discussed the four noble truths. He 
then taught the middle path, one that avoids the extremes of hedonism and asceticism 
and leads to enlightenment, to blissful peace. This is what he called the “Eightfold Path” 
( ariya atthangika magga ). 

 The first noble truth is based on the observation that life is suffering ( dukkha ). 
Although  dukkha  means the physical or mental suffering associated with illness and 
death, it also includes all sorts of mental distress arising from the transitional nature of 
all things, for instance, separation from a loved one or frustration caused by the end of 
pleasure. As highlighted by Rahula,  dukkha  has a deeper meaning in connection with 
the impermanence ( anicca ) of all things that exist, with imperfection related to exis-
tence, making it a difficult word to translate.  15   The second noble truth focuses on the 
origin of suffering ( dukkhasamudaya ), thirst ( tanha ), desire or any type of attachment 
to the pleasures of the senses, to ideas, goods, beliefs, and so on. Desire or craving 
may also be directed toward existence in itself—the desire to thrive and become some-
body ( bhava-tanha ), and sometimes it may even be focused on the removal or cessa-
tion of suffering ( vibhava-tanha ).  16   This insatiable desire causes the cycle of rebirths 
( samsara ) or the continuity of existence. However, there is a path to salvation through 
the cessation of suffering ( dukkhanirodha ), the third noble truth. The release of suf-
fering is  nibbana  (Sanskrit:  nirvana ), that is, the total extinction of all forms of lust, 
desire, or attachment.  17   As the fourth truth, the Buddha taught the path that eventually 
leads to this method of salvation—the eightfold path: right view, right thought, right 
speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concen-
tration. Shortly after his enlightenment, the Buddha addressed himself for a second time 
to his five disciples in the “Deer Park” to further clarify his doctrine of impermanence, 
by teaching the concept of nonself ( anatta ).  18   Here, the Buddha used the concept of 
the five aggregates  19   ( panca khandha ) to highlight the impermanence of matter, the fact 
that there is no ego, no self, and no permanent substrate. Indeed, for Buddhism, a being 
or an individual “is only a combination of ever-changing physical and mental forces of 
energies, which may be divided into five groups or aggregates ( pancakkhandha ).”  20   The 
Buddha taught the five aggregates as a heuristic device so that the subject becomes aware 
of the profound truth of impermanence. In the  Anattalakhana Sutta , he analyzes in 
turn each of the aggregates and always concludes the same: not one represents the self as 
a permanent substrate, whether matter or body ( rupa ), sensation ( vedana ), perception 
( sanna ), mental formation of volitional nature ( samkhara ), or consciousness ( vinnana ). 
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In other words, these aggregates are constantly changing—they come and go without 
there being any permanent remaining substrate or actor. This was further explained by 
Buddhaghosa, the great commentator of the fifth century  AD : “For there is suffering, but 
none who suffers; doing exists although there is no doer.”  21   All existence is marked by 
three characteristics ( ti lakkhana ): suffering, impermanence, and nonself.  22   The imper-
manence of all things brings suffering, and the sufferer has no permanent self.  23   

 By reflecting on the changing character of each of the five aggregates, the monk 
seizes the three characters of existence and reaches an understanding that leads to the 
termination of the five aggregates,  nibbana .  24   There is nothing substantial, permanent, 
no transcendental subject meaning that all existence is conditioned or relative. In other 
words, any one thing depends on something other than itself to happen. This is the 
Buddhist doctrine of conditional or codependent origination ( paticca samuppada ).  25   It 
expresses a principle of causality ( idappaccayata ) according to which the existence of 
“this” depends on the appearance of “that” ( sati idam hoti imasmim ) or “this” ceases 
to appear when “that” stops.  26   The interdependence of all forms of existence follows 
directly from the impermanence of life. The Buddha gave a complete formulation of 
the conditional coproduction and explained the existence or cycle of rebirths ( samsara ) 
by using the metaphor of a wheel. The wheel of dharma is made of 12 links or fac-
tors ( nidan ) all dependent on each other: (1) ignorance or delusion ( avijja ), (2) voli-
tion or motivation ( sankhara ), (3) consciousness ( vinanna ), (4) the physical and mental 
phenomena ( nama rupa ), (5) the six powers (the five senses and spirit) ( salayatana ), 
(6) sensory perception and mental health ( phassa ), (7) sensation ( vedana ), (8) desire 
( tanha ), (9) attachment ( upadana ), (10) becoming ( bhava ), (11) birth ( jati ), and ulti-
mately (12) decay and death ( jaramarana ).  27   This sequence of conditions is according 
to the Buddha the reason for suffering and its causes.  28   Ignorance is the first link in this 
chain that determines the cycle of rebirths and suffering, just as the removal of ignorance 
allows the termination of karmic formations  29   until the ultimate cessation of suffering.  30   
Coconditioned production serves as an explanation for the four noble truths that form 
an abridgment of Gautama Siddhartha’s core teaching. That is why the Buddha deems 
that he who has grasped his teaching on conditional coproduction understands all of his 
teaching ( Dharma ).  31   For the monks who asked him to explain the nature of ignorance, 
the disciple Sariputta explained that ignorance was a form of blindness of the person who 
did not understand the suffering of sentient beings, its origin, and its causes. His mind is 
infected with the poisons ( kilesa ) of envy and pleasure of the senses ( lobha, raga ), hatred 
( doha ), and ignorance ( avijja, moha ).  32   In fact, the Buddha describes the mental process 
by which a human being takes roots into existence, clings to it, and fits into the world. 
Attachment to pleasure and life is the sheer source of selfishness and various conflicts in 
society.  33   

 To stop the blindness that prevents beings from grasping reality as it is—suffering, 
impermanence, and nonself—the Buddha proposes a method that consists essentially in 
polishing the mind, getting rid of the poisons that cause attachment. With  vipassana , 
an analytical meditation technique of careful observation, the person entering the path 
focuses on the experienced physical, emotional, and intellectual processes and dissects 
them in order to become aware of suffering, impermanence, and nonself.  34   This knowl-
edge or intuitive insight ( panna ) of “reality as-it-is” is accompanied by the observance 
of a code of ethics ( sila ) and meditation techniques ( jhana, samadhi ). Complementing 
each other, these are the three components of the salvific path taught by the Buddha, 
conducive to  nibbana .  35   For the Buddha, the thoughts behind any action ( kamma ), the 
intent ( citta ) that leads to action is more salient than the action itself. They leave traces 
in the mind capable of running the wheel of existence and perpetuating the cycle of 
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rebirths. The Buddha did believe in karmic retribution, but more importantly, the law 
of karma refers to the individual’s ability to act on his future or destiny by cultivating 
the right intention (volition,  kusala ) and producing a meritorious action. The same per-
son may otherwise entertain an unwholesome intention ( akusala ), thus producing evil 
actions.  36   The technique taught by the Buddha implies vigilance at all times in regard 
to mental processes in order to keep the mind pure, free from any form of desire or 
attachment.  37   Liberation or  nibbana  is primarily a personal issue, that is, a work on 
the self. The teaching of Buddha is a safe haven, a guide, and whoever enters the path 
must rely on oneself since there are no absolutes able to save.  38   In this regard, Gautama 
Siddhartha warns against all forms of dogmatism and servile acceptance of truths based 
on the authority of sacred writings or respect for reverenced traditions.  39   The discipline 
imposed by this approach implies a life of monastic renunciation of pleasure, devoted to 
studying, concentration, and meditation to reach the ultimate goal, arahantship—a state 
where suffering is eliminated, the cycles of rebirth ended, and  nibbana  attained. That is 
why the Buddha founded a monastic order and conferred ordination to the first monks 
( bhikkhu s): Yasa,  40   Sariputta, Mogallana,  41   Maha Kassapa,  42   and his cousin Ananda who 
became his secretary.  43   Because of Ananda’s insistence, the Buddha admitted, not with-
out hesitation, women ( bhikkhuni ) into the order.  44   The monastic community ( sangha ) 
of monks and nuns, based on celibacy and renunciation, in the eyes of the Buddha, is the 
ideal environment to achieve arahantship. He does not, however, neglect the men and 
women who continue to live in the world. Thus, Yasa’s parents became the first lay fol-
lowers to embrace the three jewels ( tiratana ): the Buddha, his teachings ( dharma ), and 
the  sangha .  45   The story of the conversion of the rich merchant Anathapindika  46   during 
his meeting with the Buddha further defines the role of the laity. Lay persons accumulate 
merit through generosity ( dana ) to the  sangha  in order to ensure the material life of the 
monks who devote themselves entirely to the practice of the eightfold path.  47   Like all lay 
people who submitted their lives to the teachings of the four noble truths, Anathapindika 
attained the first stage of enlightenment, the  sotapanna , which guaranteed him a maxi-
mum of seven rebirths before attaining  nibbana .  48   While the monks subject themselves 
to a comprehensive and strict code of discipline made of 227 rules (311 for nuns), the 
 Patimokkha , the laity ( upasaka ) observes the  panca sila , the five defenses or rules of 
conduct for monks and laity: (1) do not destroy life, (2) do not steal, (3) proper sexual 
conduct, (4) no lies, and (5) no alcoholic beverages.  49   The days of full moon, new moon, 
and days of the first and last quarters are called  uposatha . They provide an opportunity 
for the faithful to purify themselves and improve their spirit of detachment by practicing 
the eight precepts ( sila atthanga ), the five defenses mentioned earlier with additional 
three: (6) do not eat after noon until the following morning, stay away from entertain-
ment such as music or dance, (7) do not use perfume and jewellery, and (8) sleep on the 
ground.  50   During  uposatha , the third precept practiced by a lay person then becomes 
sexual abstinence ( brhamachariya ) just as for the monks. On the days of new and full 
moon, the laity comes to the monastery ( vihara ) to hear the monks’ sermons or to medi-
tate, to read scriptures, or listen to the monks recite the  Patimokkha . 

 What we have just presented is a summary of the Buddha’s teaching, as found in the 
Pali Canon, the  Tripitaka  or the three baskets.  51   These canonical texts were established 
after Gautama Siddhartha’s death, at the first council of Rajagaha. It gathered some 500 
 arahant s three months after his death. Theravada Buddhism took shape at this council 
and at the second council, held at Vaisali nearly a hundred years later. It does not accept 
any other authority than the writings of the Pali Canon. Many arguments surrounding 
monastic discipline were the reason for these early councils. During the second council 
at Vaisali, the first schism led to another school of thought, the  Mahasanghika , which 
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appeared to be less severe in matters of monastic discipline and more responsive to the 
needs of the laity. This schism is at the origin of Mahayana Buddhism, which preaches the 
ideal of the bodhisattva as a method of salvation. 

 The bodhisattva is that compassionate ( karuna ) being who, unlike the  arahant  fully 
released from  samsara , vowed to delay his entry into  nibbana  until all beings have 
attained enlightenment. The bodhisattva’s career is open to lay people as well as monks, 
provided that they both engage on the path to Buddhahood, going through several 
stages. These stages are described in particular in the  Ten Stages Sutra  by Vasubandhu.  52   
To reach  nirvana , the Bodhisattva must cultivate certain perfections ( paramita s) that 
will guide him through his samsaric existence.  53   The ideal of the Mahayana Bodhisattva 
conceives the path to perfection pursued by the  arahant  as being too individualistic, 
too goal-oriented, and too analytical. It proposes a more radical doctrine—the empti-
ness of all things—including that of  nirvana , the four noble truths, the five aggre-
gates or any analytical tool used to express the idea of nonsubstantiality. This vision is 
exposed briefly but clearly by the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara to Sariputra in the  Heart 
Sutra .  54   The  Diamond Sutra ’s message also points in the same direction: words such 
as “Buddha” and “Bodhisattva” have no substantial reality but are means to guide 
the practitioner to enlightenment. This sutra explains how emptiness is at the heart 
of the bodhisattva’s compassion. The bodhisattva devotes his life to the salvation of 
sentient beings without any form of attachment, since everything is empty ( sunya ).  55   
As stated by the great teacher Nagarjuna (India, second–third centuries  AD ), founder 
of the  Madhyamika  School, the concept of emptiness was preached by the Buddha to 
liberate the minds from wrong views. It is only a means, and, as such, does not point 
to any substantial reality.  56   In terms of absolute truth ( paramartha ), nothing is final—
everything is changing, without permanence, and all the analytical tools that are used 
to explain the phenomena on the conventional plan ( samvriti ) only have descriptive 
value without any ontological status. In fact, the method of “nonresidence” (not dwell-
ing on anything) taught by Nagarjuna, following the literature of the  Prajnaparamita 
Sutras ,  57   consists in defeating the mind by denying it any kind of support to assert 
neither existence nor nonexistence.  58   From the standpoint of the absolute, emptiness 
that constitutes the reality of phenomena has no separate existence; it is the only reality. 
 Samsara  and  nirvana  may be differentiated epistemologically but, in fact, they are iden-
tical as there is nothing beyond the phenomena.  59   The Theravada ideal of the  arahant  
attaining full release ( parinibbana ) from rebirths at the time of death supposes duality 
between  samsara  and  nirvana.  This is transcended in the Mahayana perspective. There 
is nothing outside the emptiness of phenomena and nirvana consists of exactly under-
standing this truth; the conditioned and unconditioned are two sides of the same coin. 
Enlightenment is possible for any being because the  bodhi  principle is dormant in every 
being, ready to be awakened.  60   

 This notion of emptiness gives birth to early forms of even more anti-intellectual prac-
tices in the Chinese  Chan  School, better known in the West under its Japanese name  Zen . 
Although traditionally attributed to Bodhidharma, an Indian monk who had recently 
visited China, the real founder of this school was Hongren ( 弘忍 ; 601–674  AD ) and his 
disciples, Shenxiu ( 神秀 ; 606–706) and Huineng ( 慧能 ; 638–713). Bodhidharma and 
 Chan  patriarchs reject the study of scriptures, rituals, and invocations to the Buddha 
and develop an intuitive approach to  bodhi  through meditation ( dhyana  becomes  chan  
in Chinese) and the master’s use of aporia ( gong’an   公案 , Japanese  koan ), in response to 
questions from his disciples. Bodhidharma favored the practice of contemplating the wall 
in a sitting position rather than the study of sutras to bring the mind beyond any form of 
duality and capture the original nature of everything.  61   Legend has it that Bodhidharma 
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meditated in front of a wall at the Shaolin monastery for nine years, and most schools 
encourage  Chan  sitting in front of a wall ( zuochan ,  坐 禅, Japanese  zazen ), which allows 
the mind to reach a state of thoughtlessness ( wu nian ,  無念 ).  Gong’an  serves to defeat 
conceptualization and let the mind grasp the true nature of phenomena. For example, 
when the meditator Dongshan asked his master what a Buddha is, the latter replied: 
“Three pounds of flax!”  62   

  Chan  developed into several schools in China and later migrated to Japan to take dif-
ferent forms. The variations are due to various reasons, but one of the most remarkable 
difference concerns gradual or sudden enlightenment. Some pretend that enlightenment 
is sudden. This is the case in China with Huineng and the  Linji Yixuan  School ( 臨済

義玄 ; ninth century  AD ), developed by Eisai in Japan and known as  Rinzai Zen . Others 
favor a gradual approach such as Shenxiu, and the  Caodong  School ( 曹洞宗 ) founded 
by Dongshan Liangjie ( 洞山良价 ; 807–869) and the  Soto  School in Japan founded by 
Dogen (1200–1253). Without going into details of the controversy,  63   I will only say that 
Shenxiu advocates a meditative method based on continuous efforts to purify the mind, 
to free it from impurities and wrong views so that it becomes like a mirror, reflecting 
the true nature of things, the emptiness of all things and all thoughts.  64   It is precisely 
this effort in sitting meditation to attain enlightenment, this assiduous and disciplined 
pursuit that Huineng questions in  The Platform Sutra . In a famous passage, he rejects 
Shenxiu’s assertion that mind is intrinsically pure and reflects Buddhahood, as a mir-
ror being constantly polished. The search for spontaneous awakening, which somehow 
manifests perfect nonduality, gives rise to forms of expression based on an iconoclastic 
rejection of any doctrine or any discipline or morality, thus opening the door to quietism 
or laxity. Without doubt, Linji’s aphorisms ( gong’an ) illustrate the intentions of this type 
of Buddhism seeking sudden enlightenment in the ordinary man’s concrete, everyday 
life ( wuwei zhenren ,  無位真人 ), beyond any duality: “Followers of the Way, as to the 
Buddha dharma, no effort is necessary. Just be ordinary, with nothing to do—shit, piss, 
wear clothes, eat food, and lie down when you’re tired.”  65   The method used by Linji in 
dialogues with his novices was often a shock treatment because he often answered ques-
tions by one shout or a slap. 

 The bodhisattva’s image opened the door to more conventional forms of worship 
directed at this being of universal compassion, which filled the resolve to save human-
ity. One of these cults figures in China is the devotion to the Buddha of Infinite Light, 
 Amitabha, Amituo Fo  ( 阿  彌陀佛 ),  Amida  in Japan and  Tinh Do  in Vietnam. His story 
is told in the  Sutra of Infinite Life .  66   It narrates the story of King Dharmakara who 
became a monk after his meeting with the Buddha Lokesvaraja. As a bodhisattva, he 
made 48 vows, and then after a life of compassion, he became the  Buddha Amitabha , 
ruling on a paradise located in the West, the Pure Land on which shines his infinite light. 
The Pure Land School ( Jintu cong   淨土宗 ,  Jodoshu  Japanese) took roots in China in the 
fifth century, and progressed in the sixth century under Tanluan ( 曇鸞 ; 476–542) and 
Huiyuan ( 慧遠 ). It appeared later in Japan during the twelfth–thirteenth centuries with 
Honen and Shinran (1173–1261).  67   This popular form of Buddhism without monasti-
cism has grown significantly in China, Taiwan, Japan, Korea, and Vietnam. For this 
school, the mere invocation of  Amitabha  ( nianfo , Japanese  nembutsu ) may itself consti-
tute an effective means for the practitioner to ensure rebirth in the Pure Land.  68   Next 
to the difficult path to salvation based on personal effort there is an easier path based on 
faith in  Amitabha ’s power to secure his adepts’ rebirth in the Pure Land, and ultimately 
lead them without difficulty to enlightenment.  69   In Pure Land Buddhism, the bodhisat-
tva Guanshiyin ( 觀世音 ) or Guanyin (Avalokitesvara in Sanskrit) is by  Amitabha ’s side, 
happy to help the practitioner who seeks entry into the Pure Land.  70    
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  Sexuality 
 The Buddha’s diagnosis on human suffering, his analysis of its causes, as well as his 
philosophy of detachment make the connection to sensual pleasure and sexual desire, 
to say the least, problematic. The  Makkata Sutta  tells the story about a monkey who 
had ventured into an area also frequented by men and whose four limbs and muzzle got 
caught in a hunter’s trap. This allegory aims to teach monks about the dangers of the 
five senses, the gateway through which the subject experiences pleasure. With the experi-
ence of sensory satisfaction, the person, at the same time, wishes to replicate it or make it 
last.  71   According to the Buddha, gratification of the senses is not in itself a problem, but 
craving for pleasure ( kama-tanha ), desire, and dedication to pleasure ( kama-upadana ) 
is.  72   Addressing a lay person named Anathapindika, Gautama readily acknowledges the 
pleasure to own and enjoy property.  73   In his sermon to Sigalaka, he condemns not so 
much pleasure as he does craving ( tanha ).  74   The only reason the Buddha puts the blame 
on pleasure is because it is a source of attachment. We want it to last, and then, finally, it 
becomes a source of frustration or suffering because its sheer nature is transitory.  75   One 
who avoids sensual pleasures, as dangerous as a snake, will become free from any form of 
attachment and suffering.  76   

 For the monk who pursues the Theravada ideal of the  arahant , different concentra-
tion techniques can help him uncover the true nature of pleasure of the senses, that is to 
say, fugacity and frustration in the long term.  77   One of these techniques aimed at relin-
quishing the pleasures of the senses is to meditate on the body by visualizing it as a sore 
( ganda ) with nine openings exuding pus and stench,  78   a pile of bones, organs, fluids, and 
waste.  79   Beauty attracts and nurtures sensuality and desire ( kamacchanda ),  80   and that is 
why meditation on the most repugnant aspects of the body is used to remove the monk’s 
sexual desires.  81   The Buddha’s analysis is quite sharp. He knows that to break away from 
pleasure, countering physiological satisfaction is simply not enough. Formation of mental 
impressions ( sankhara ) associated with sensations should also be put to rest because they 
are the source of the desire to feel pleasure and to see it repeated.  82   The Buddha’s dis-
course to the monk Malunkya highlights the role of imagination and mind in the appear-
ance of desire and sexual appetite. He stresses the importance of mindfulness ( vipassanna ) 
on the sensations, perceptions, and feelings of pleasure or displeasure, in order to become 
aware of their impermanence. By this technique, the monk comes to detach himself.  83   

 Sexuality, both for male and female, cannot be reduced to its genital components. 
It uses multiple senses and sensory strategies, such as softness of the voice, singing, 
perfumes, and sweet talk. Fondling brings about the greatest bond between men and 
women.  84   Sexual pleasure is probably the most intense pleasure and attraction to physical 
appearance can make men and women prisoners of their desires.  85   Buddhist detachment 
requires the practitioner who wants to attain  nibbana  to abandon not only any expression 
of sensuality and sexual desire, but also all forms of intimate life—love for a dear one as 
well as family life.  86   Sensual desire ( kamacchanda ), passion ( raga ), love ( pema ), delight 
in pleasures ( rati ), affection ( sineha ), and friendship ( samsagga ) are a source of thirst 
( tanha ) and attachment ( upadana ), and must be eliminated.  87   Lay adepts are faced with 
marital and family duties and the level of moral perfection required of the monk cannot 
be expected from them.  88   The  Khaggavisana Sutta , therefore, proposes as a model of 
perfection the solitary life of a rhinoceros without wife, children, or companions.  89   In 
the tradition of Theravada Buddhism, the spiritual path of the celibate monk is of greater 
value than that of the lay man.  90   

 Without doubt, Theravada Buddhism has a different set of rules of conduct in sexual 
matters for the monk or nun and the lay person. First consider the precepts that should 
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guide the life of the Buddhist laity. Prince Siddhartha was married to Yashodhara and 
had a son, Rahula. We honestly do not know much about his sex life. His biography, the 
 Buddhacarita , refers to an atmosphere of eroticism and lust during his life as a young 
prince surrounded in the palace by beautiful courtesans. His father made specific arrange-
ments so that everything in the palace was designed to drive him away from the religious 
vocation that Asita had predicted.  91   One can certainly imagine, as John Stevens  92   does, 
the prince leading a life of pleasure among courtesans and concubines expert in the art of 
love before embarking on his spiritual journey. However, one needs to be cautious with 
this interpretation. Hagiographic accounts tend to embellish and amplify a situation to 
prove their point, in this case the Buddha’s abandonment of sensual pleasures because of 
their impermanence and the frustration they inevitably bring. Buddhist texts never refer 
to the couple, Siddhartha and Yashodara, as an example for the married laity.  93   Moreover, 
marriage itself is not considered a sacrament or a religious institution. 

 What is the essence of the third precept to which the laity is also subject? Is it meant 
to prevent sexual misconduct? The Sri Lankan monk Nayanatiloka considers that the 
Pali words  kamesu micchacara —which could be translated literally as “misconduct in 
regard to sensual pleasures”—only refer to adultery or sexual relations with minors or 
with whom one has custody.  94   Some authors think that the expression  kamesu micchac-
ara  refers to immoderate use of the five senses, whether or not with a person consid-
ered a legitimate partner and is not limited to adultery.  95   However, the interpretation 
given by Nayanatiloka Thera appears to be based on Buddhagosha’s commentary on the 
 Sammaditthi Sutta  where the meaning of the expression is limited to sexual relations 
with 20 categories of protected or already committed women.  96   This reading matches 
Gautama’s suggestion that fidelity in marriage is a pledge to eternal happiness for the 
couple, while a person’s infidelity leads to self-destruction.  97   For others, the third precept 
means essentially nonconsensual sexual practices or practices that jeopardize social har-
mony because they cause harm to a third party: the husband, the spouse, or the family.  98   
This precept, therefore, seeks to protect the believer from any unworthy action ( kamma 
akusala ) whenever it is rooted in envy, the search for multiple pleasures of the senses or 
in some cases violence or intimidation, with wrong caused to others. 

 The third precept is putting forward a notion of responsible sexuality, personal respon-
sibility for one’s own spiritual growth, and responsible attitude vis- à -vis one’s partner. 
This attitude is built into the general understanding of the moral law, which says that any 
act ( kamma ) inevitably produces results. It has nothing to do with any concept of defi-
ance against a divine command. The third precept does not itself allude to homosexual 
or heterosexual acts that would be considered against nature because of their nonpro-
creative character—acts such as masturbation, sodomy, bestiality, or oral sex. This may 
be explained by the fact that sexual desire is intimately linked to the cycle of rebirths.  99   
The imperative for procreation is not an essential teaching of the Buddha, an approach 
that has sometimes created tensions in some societies with other systems of thought that 
value family and generation as a necessary means to maintain the cult of ancestors, for 
instance, Confucianism in China. Conversely, the Buddhist view, when compared to other 
religious systems such as Christianity or Islam, encouraged contraception campaigns in 
some cases as in Sri Lanka or Thailand.  100   The position of some contemporary Buddhist 
leaders about masturbation, fellatio, sodomy, and homosexuality seems all the more sur-
prising as it appears to be based on a conception of sexuality with procreation as its goal. 
Thus, the Dalai Lama believes that all sexual practices when the genitals are not used for 
the purpose for which they were intended by nature constitute sexual misconduct upheld 
by the third precept, be they homosexual or heterosexual.  101   The Dalai Lama’s interpre-
tation raises many questions especially when he admits not being able to support it with 
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authoritative Buddhist texts.  102   He, however, says that some Tibetan lamas, particularly 
Gampopa (1079–1153), believed that heterosexual sodomy and fellatio, cunnilingus, as 
well as homosexual relations do violate the third precept.  103   This interpretation pretty 
much follows the definition of unlawful sexual intercourse established by Vasubandhu in 
his  Abhidarmakosha .  104   The Tibetan lama Longchenpa (1308–1364) included mastur-
bation under sexual misconduct in his  Treasury of Natural Perfection . One of the most 
celebrated contemporary Thai Buddhists, the monk Buddhadasa, presents a controvert-
ing view of sexuality when he tries to impose strict sexual morality to lay adepts, similar to 
that described in the code of monastic discipline, with the distinction that married people 
should have sex solely for reproductive purposes.  105   

 Celibacy and sexual abstinence ( brahmachariya ) may lead to the cessation of suffering 
and are, therefore, a necessity for anyone who pursues the ideal of the  arahant . The code 
of monastic discipline ( Vinaya Pitaka ) describes rules that monks or nuns must follow to 
achieve the ideal of purity of body and mind. The first of the 227 rules of the  Patimokkha  
forbids the  bhikkhu  to have sex ( methune dhamma ) with a man, woman, or animal.  106   
This is a major offense for which the guilty should suffer expulsion ( parajika ) from the 
monastic community.  107   What kind of sexual misconduct entails such consequence? The 
expression  methune dhamma  is broad and vague. The  Suttavibhanga , which contains the 
 Patimokkha ’s 227 rules, comment, word for word ( padabhajaniya ), each and every rule. 
Penetration, oral sex, bestiality,  108   and sodomy mean exclusion, whatever the sex of those 
involved, provided there is penetration into one of three orifices,  109   at least to the equal 
length of a sesame seed.  110   The penalty seems to apply as much to the monk who plays 
an active role as to one who plays a passive role. Exclusion may be incurred by the monk 
who practices autofellatio or who manages to insert his penis into his anus.  111   As always, 
there are exceptions to the rule, and penetration in other orifices of the body (e.g., an 
eye or a wound) is not a major but a serious offense ( thullacaya ) that must be confessed 
by the offender to two or three monks, in a prescribed form ( desana ).  112   If penetration 
occurs in inanimate objects a smaller penance is required, the  dukkata .  113   

 Any form of hugging or contact with sexual intent with other parts of the body such 
as breasts or buttocks of a woman does not entail exclusion since no penetration occurs, 
but the fault is still considered sufficiently serious to require notice to the  sangha ; hence 
the name of this fault  sanghadisesa .  114   The  sangha  meets and hears the confession. The 
offender is then sentenced to a period of six days or more—days that can add up depend-
ing on how many days he has hidden his fault—and during this time he is under house 
arrest in the monastery. He loses during this period all his seniority privileges, including 
the services he would receive from a novice or a monk of less than five years of service 
and still subject to a probationary period ( nissaya ) under the wing of an older master 
( acariya ).  115   However, masturbation ranks first in the list of the 13 faults worthy of con-
sideration by the  sangha .  116   The story behind this rule deserves to be told because it con-
trasts with some ideas circulated in the West in the second half of the nineteenth century. 
The monk Udayin noticed that his colleague Seyyasaka was exceedingly emaciated and 
disfigured by a life of celibacy taken painfully. He advised him to eat well, sleep well, and 
masturbate whenever he had to struggle with thoughts of a sexual nature. Astonished 
by this counsel, Seyyasaka asked him if this was permitted, and Udayin replied that he 
indulged in it. Seyyasaka, therefore, followed the monk’s advice and quickly looked bet-
ter, plumper and with a healthy, glowing complexion. His colleagues noticed the change 
and asked for his recipe. The answer disturbed them and this ultimately led to the enun-
ciation of the rule by the Buddha.  117   

 Returning to the comment on the rule itself, which sets out in detail the circumstances 
that may occur during ejaculation and the 11 types of sexual pleasure, ranging from 
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simple masturbation to ejaculation after gazing at a beautiful woman and so on.  118   In any 
situation, be it vaginal penetration, masturbation, or other forms of sexual contact, the 
severity of the rule always gives room for a number of exceptions. They take into account 
the context in which the act is performed as well as the author’s ability to understand 
and freedom of consent.  119   The  Suttavibangha  excludes all responsibility for forbidden 
acts committed by a person who has lost his mind.  120   Thus, no fault was attributed to 
the monk who had fallen asleep in a field and who had sexual intercourse with a woman 
passing by. Noticing that the monk’s tunic was raised, she simply sat on his erect penis!  121   
Emission of semen ( sukkavvisannhi ) during sleep, or in a dream, or while taking care of 
one’s personal hygiene, or during medical treatment of the genitals does not constitute 
an offense of the  sanghadisesa  I category, due to their involuntary nature. For the monk 
to be responsible for an offense of that category, voluntary ( sancetanika ) discharge of 
semen is required. Thus, the offense committed by the monk who masturbates but does 
not ejaculate falls under the category of  thullacaya .  122   The  Suttavibhanga  developed a 
real casuistry in trying to decipher the true intent of a wrongful act. For example, when 
a monk ejaculates while looking lustfully at a beautiful woman, or while having with her 
a conversation containing sexual innuendo, he does not commit a  sanghadisesa  I offense, 
because he does not masturbate. He is guilty in the first case of a minor fault ( dukkata ) 
or in the second case of a  sanghadisesa  III offense, that is, sexual innuendo in the pres-
ence of a woman.  123   

 One can certainly question the basis for all these distinctions made to determine the 
severity of the incurred misconduct. Nothing suggests that certain sex acts may be more 
serious than others because they are “against nature,” that is to say, they do not follow 
the procreative purpose of sex. In  Theravada  Buddhism, procreation and family appear 
as obstacles to spiritual development, which is warranted only by monastic life. The great 
obstacle to  nibbana  is desire, craving ( tanha ); the continuous search for pleasure. The 
thwarting of sexual desire may, to some extent, account for the gradation of sins but 
not entirely. Achieving orgasm and ejaculation are punished more severely by the code 
of monastic discipline, as the intensity of pleasure may leave traces in the memory and 
mind of the person compelling him to wish to repeat the experience. However, it is dif-
ficult to understand why, in this logic, penetration should be sanctioned more severely 
than masturbation when orgasm is reached in both cases. Again, I must emphasize that 
the  Vinaya  forbids any form of vaginal, anal, or oral penetration whether heterosexual 
or homosexual. This means that the prohibition does not draw the line between procre-
ative vaginal penetration and other forms of penetration. Are these offenses more serious 
because these sexual practices require a higher degree of physical intimacy or communion 
with some other person? This sort of intimacy may lead to more clinging ( upadana ) and 
affection and both belong to the realm of suffering. The entire code of discipline shows 
a significant distrust vis- à -vis women. The Buddha did regard them as an obstacle to 
spiritual progress. Several  Patimokkha  rules apply to the monks’ behavior in the pres-
ence of women, but the most important, aside  parajika  I, is probably  sanghadisesa  II. It 
prohibits touching a woman, holding her by the hand, or stroking her hair with sexual 
intent. The penalties are less severe ( dukkata ) when a monk acts with the same intention 
in respect to a man, but a little more serious ( thullacaya ) without convening the  sangha  
in the case of a  pandaka , that is to say, a man who has sex with men.  124   

 Mahayana Buddhism developed a quite different attitude toward sexuality, which 
was much less severe in nature. The  Teaching of Vimalakirti  features a married layman 
and father of a son, Vimalakirti, who taught the Buddha’s two disciples, Subhuti and 
Sariputra, a path to enlightenment without monastic discipline. This new path no longer 
eliminates the passion of love but draws from it the spiritual energy to transform it into 
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a love free from all forms of desire or attachment—a universal compassion for all beings. 
As Faure so aptly said, the bodhisattva, unlike the  arahant , does not want his life to come 
to an end to attain  nibbana.  Awakened, his mind purified, he positions himself in the 
world, free from any form of dualism, selfishness, and attachment.  125   The same ideas are 
also taught by a laywoman, the Indian Queen Srimala in the  Sutra on The Lion’s Roar 
of Queen Srimala .  126   John Stevens (1990) also mentions other lesser-known Mahayana 
texts in which women bodhisattvas make use of sexual pleasure as a skill ( upaya ) to 
attract men by first giving them pleasure and then teaching them the true Dharma. 
Among these texts, the  Da Zhuanyan Famen Jing  ( 大莊嚴法門經 ) tells the story of a 
courtesan nicknamed “woman shining like gold and brilliant by her virtue” ( Shengjinse 
Guangmingde N   ü  ,  勝金色光明德女 ). Speaking with Manjusri, a disciple of Gautama, she 
stands up for sexuality because, without it, there would be nobody to experience enlight-
enment.  127   The  Gandavyuha Sutra  portrays Prince Sudhana during a pilgrimage to India 
to collect lessons from 53 teachers, many of whom are lay persons and women. He meets 
with Vasumitra, a prostitute who uses the sensory experience of kissing and hugging as a 
means ( upaya ) to lead people to enlightenment.  128   The legend of the bodhisattva Yulan 
Guanyin ( 鱼篮观  音 ) “Guanyin with a fish basket,” popularized during the Tang dynasty, 
makes her a seductress who uses her charms to attract men, and ultimately delivers them 
forever from desire. The bodhisattva’s use of sensuality is also found in homosexual 
contexts, as indicated by Bernard Faure.  129   Thus, a Japanese tale of the fourteenth cen-
tury,  Chigo Kannon Engi , tells the story of the bodhisattva Kannon (Japanese version of 
Avalokiteshvara) who hears the repeated requests of an old monk who was longing for a 
young acolyte. Kannon takes the shape of a young acolyte ( chigo ).  130   He then lives with 
the monk who falls madly in love with him, and mourns his untimely death.  131   Legends 
often attribute the power of homosexual seduction to the bodhisattva Manjusri.  132   

 Experiences of often dreamed or sublimated sexual encounter understood as a way 
to achieve enlightenment may be described as mild reactions to the austerity of early 
Buddhism. More vexatious occurrences of sexual transgression are used to indicate the 
superiority of spontaneous awakening. These occurrences short-circuit the discipline and 
observance of morality. The  Chan  monk Tengteng puts it thus: “Passions are awakening; 
the pure lotus grows in mud and manure.”  133   In his  Treaty on the Great Virtue of Wisdom , 
Nagarjuna tells the story of two bodhisattva monks, Agramati and Prasannendriya. The 
former was exceedingly observing in discipline and assiduously practiced meditation, but 
once dead he found himself in hell while his brother, who had preached the attainment 
of enlightenment ( bodhicitta ) without rejecting sexual pleasure and sensuality, attained 
Buddhahood.  134   Sex, like consumption of alcohol and meat, often serves as a critique or 
subversion of the realization method based on effort and discipline in favor of spontane-
ity in the ordinariness of everyday life. Several accounts of the  Chan  School depict monks 
engaged in drunkenness and lewdness. Like Faure, one can see in this behavior a certain 
similarity with that of a trickster  135   figure whose actions often have been ultimately ben-
eficial for humans, even when they violate moral rules. The likeness, however, appears 
more obvious and natural with the Daoist criticism of Confucian education. While the 
Confucian model promoted learning and a long apprenticeship, Daoism favored the 
moral qualities of natural spontaneity ( zi ran   自然 ), beyond any form of duality gen-
erated by education and the development of the moral subject. In China, during the 
“Three Kingdoms” period that followed the fall of the Later Han, Daoism inspired sev-
eral groups and used different ways to criticize the Confucian orthodoxy and its system 
of values.  136   The “Seven Wise Men of the Bamboo Forest” ( Qixian Zhulin ,  竹林七賢 ), 
near the capital Luoyang ( 洛陽 ), show a more eccentric and iconoclastic expression of 
thought than the ideas expressed by Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi. Having taken refuge in the 
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countryside, these musicians, poets, and philosophers pretend to lead a simple and ascetic 
life capable of leading them to immortality, while, in fact, they often exhibit outrageous 
behavior and are firm believers in the virtue of wine to achieve natural spontaneity.  137   
The two best known are clearly Xi Kang ( 嵇康 ) and Ruan Ji ( 阮籍 ), often depicted as 
being drunk and deemed to have been lovers according to the  Shishuo Xinyu  (New 
Account of Tales of the World,  世說新語 ).  138   The  Chan  tradition also gives tribute to 
the eccentricity of “crazy” monks who use transgression of the prohibitions regarding 
alcohol, meat, and sexual intercourse to teach the emptiness of all phenomena. For them, 
the monastic rule may even become a source of attachment and thus limit the capture of 
absolute truth. Thus, the thirteenth-century  Chan  monk from the Lingyin ( 靈  隐 ) mon-
astery in Hangzhou, Daoji ( 道濟 ), also known as Jigong ( 济  公 ), slept with prostitutes, 
ate meat, got drunk, and had fun doing somersaults with a monkey.  139   The  Biographies 
of Eminent Monks of the Song Dynasty  ( Song Gaoseng Zhuan ,  宋高僧傳 ) are scattered with 
details of many eccentricities committed by some of these presumed crazy monks ( kuang , 
 狂 ). For instance, the monk Guangling, who was always drunk, had a strange taste for 
blood and would unexpectedly kill a dog or a pig.  140   These attitudes show how the bold 
Mahayanist attitude vis- à -vis the rules of conduct and monastic discipline have changed 
the rigor of early Buddhism, ill-suited to the cultural context of the Confucian Chinese 
society. Indeed, Confucianism gives enormous importance to ancestor worship. Family 
and filial piety is the backbone of its moral edifice. With time, discipline and respect for 
moral precepts tend to come down to the observance of an internalized rule of conduct, 
which takes its origin in the Buddha nature residing in every being.  141   The  Brahmajala 
Sutra  ( Fanwang Jing ,  梵網經 ) is probably the best example, in the Chinese context, of 
Mahayanist ease in regard to discipline and adaptation to a Confucian context. This sutra 
often puts on an equal footing the immense compassion demonstrated by the bodhisat-
tva and filial piety, whereas a monk having sex with a woman, an offense of the  parajika  
category, is not anymore excluded from the  sangha .  142   

 A few words about gender and sex roles are needed to conclude this heading on 
Buddhist attitudes vis- à -vis sexuality. The role and status of women in Buddhism is not 
straightforward, and perspectives vary according to the school, the times, and especially 
the sociocultural contexts in which doctrines have evolved—Sri Lanka, Thailand, China, 
Japan, United States, and so on. Alan Sponberg thinks that early Buddhism showed 
diverse attitudes toward women. They varied from some form of inclusion at inception 
that recognized women as spiritual beings capable of attaining  nibbana  to thereafter 
expressing contempt and women’s subordination to men.  143   This hardening could be 
explained, according to Sponberg, by the development of cenobitic monasticism, which 
included a women’s wing in the monastery and the need to clearly identify the separation 
between the sexes to maintain the purity of members. Another reason might be added; 
that is to say, the need to protect the nuns in a society not accustomed to seeing women’s 
groups as being fully autonomous. These factors are somehow the cause of outright 
misogynist expressions found in the canonical texts, both in the Buddha’s speeches and 
in many  Vinaya  rules meant to keep women from decision-making. Monastic asceticism 
probably led the  sangha  to incorporate in its misogynist rhetoric harsh words about the 
impurity or pollution associated with the female body.  144   Gautama approved the ordina-
tion of the first woman, his aunt Maha-Pajapati, provided she accepted eight additional 
rules of conduct ( attha garudhamma ), thus marking the nuns’ subordination to monks. 
For example, a nun must always bow when greeting a monk, even if she is older, a 
female novice must go through a double-ordination, and her noviciate shall last two years 
instead of a year as for a monk.  145   The nuns must follow 311 rules while the bhikkhu’s 
 Pattimokkha  has only 227. Although a case could be made that the original intention to 
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include women in the pursuit of high spiritual goals could represent an advance over the 
Brahmanical social order, the fact remains that the  sangha  backs women’s dependence. 
Early Buddhism somehow endorses the notion of the three patriarchal obligations of 
women; first to her father, then to her husband, and finally to her son, a concept sup-
ported both by the  Manu Smriti  in India and by Confucius’s  Classics .  146   The ordination 
of women disappeared from Theravada Buddhism around the eleventh century, but sur-
vived in Mahayana. 

  Mahayana  might at first sight show greater openness to women because of the uni-
versalism of salvation it preaches; its doctrine of Buddha nature, present in every being. 
Moreover, its doctrine of nonduality seeks to end all forms of difference.  147   In principle, 
it should abolish distinctions based on gender. Paradoxically, misogyny was not signifi-
cantly reduced.  148   Thus, the  Nirvana Sutra  presents woman as a demon devouring men, 
and says that the passions of one single woman are only matched by those of all men 
put together, which explains their quasi inaccessibility to Buddhahood.  149   Women are 
seen as an obstacle to the practice of Buddhist precepts and lead people to hell.  150   Just 
as in the Indian world, where the ascetic male can sublimate his sexual impulses, female 
libido remains untameable. Women remain biologically impure, especially in regards to 
menstrual blood and their reproductive functions. In any case, it is the explanation given 
to a disciple of the Buddha, Mulian ( 目連 , Mogallana in Pali) in the  Sutra of the Bowl of 
Blood ,  Xuepen Jing , from the late twelfth century.  151   Mulian wants to save his mother 
from the hell formed by a pool of blood. The keeper tells him that the place is reserved 
for women because they pollute land and waters with menstrual blood or their bleeding 
during delivery.  152   Despite the theory of the five obstacles, which refuses to see women 
capable of awakening, some Mahayana texts such as the  Lotus Sutra , the  Teaching of 
Vimalakirti , and the  Sutra on the Lion’s Roar of Queen Srimala  are more generous to 
women in this regard.  Chapter 12 ,  Devadatta , of the  Lotus Sutra  is the  locus classicus  for 
the affirmation of women’s equality.  153   In this text, the young  naga  or dragon-girl shows 
Sariputra that she has all the qualities of a bodhisattva, but he keeps on telling her the 
female body can neither achieve  bodhi  nor complete the career of a high-level bodhisattva, 
nor attain Buddhahood. She succeeds, however, by instantly turning herself into a man. 
A woman cannot reach the Pure Land or Amitabha’s paradise without turning into a 
man.  154   The  Teaching of Vimalakirti  seems to take a step forward in affirming the equal-
ity of women through the use of the concept of emptiness ( sunyata ) of all phenomena, 
including gender differences. Here, the goddess objects to Sariputra’s suggestion to have 
her change sex because female gender has no reality in itself. In order to demonstrate the 
fluidity of genders, she transforms him into a goddess while she takes Sariputra’s physi-
cal appearance.  155   The Amidist tradition also demonstrates egalitarian claims, especially 
with Shinran for whom the power of reciting the  nembutsu  produces the same salvific 
effects in women as in men.  156   Borrowing from the literature of the  Prajna Paramitas  
where wisdom is feminine and the mother of all Buddhas, Tibetan Buddhism uses the 
symbolism of the union of wisdom viewed as female with other male virtues or  parami-
ta s, such as compassion ( karuna ) or saving skills ( upaya ) to create enlightened beings. 
However, this rhetoric of the complementary nature of the sexes is far from being a kind 
of egalitarian symbolism since it leans on the superiority of the male who alone transmits 
to his progeny the lineage marking his true parentage to Mahayana.  157   Bernard Faure 
also warns against the urge to take at face value a particular rhetoric of gender equality 
in  Zen  ( Chan ) Buddhism or in societies where Confucian patriarchal values have shaped 
attitudes and institutions.  158   The best example of the  Chan  egalitarian claims is probably 
found in the  Records of the Transmission of the Lamp  ( Jingde Chuandeng Lu ,  景德傳燈

錄 ) where the nun Maoshan Liaoran ( 末山了然 ) tries to convey the doctrine to the  Chan  
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monk Guanqi ( 灌溪 ).  159   The story shows that the nun of the  Linji  tradition is not sub-
missive, and her refusal to become male serves to demonstrate that awakening is sudden, 
it is a state of mind that has nothing to do with the gender of the follower. 

 In conclusion, it is not for us now to give a careful analysis of the status of women 
in Buddhism. Some authors submit a fairly positive outlook on the egalitarian potential 
of the Buddhism. They consider that the Buddha shows openness to women’s becom-
ing  arahant . This openness is also carried on by the Mahayanist comprehensive view of 
enlightenment and its doctrine of emptiness. Despite some rhetoric in favor of gender 
equality, Buddhism has failed to address sexism and the patriarchal ideology that pre-
vailed in the various societies where it took root. Paradoxically, it has allowed some 
women to escape by ordination from the traditional role of wife and mother, and acquire 
learning.  

  Homosexuality 
 What is the social representation of homosexuality in societies where Buddhism took root? 
In these countries, the social perception of homosexuality was influenced by Buddhism, 
but other systems of thought, such as Hinduism, Daoism, and Confucianism, have to 
be taken into account. Many of these societies have been influenced by one or more of 
these religious currents, in addition to being marked to varying degrees by the passage 
of the European settler. The globalization of economies and cultures, through satellite 
television and the web, has certainly changed the traditional views of homosexuality, and 
so has the HIV epidemic. Various combinations of these factors contributed to variably 
modulate social tolerance vis- à -vis homosexuality. I soon realized how difficult it would 
be to establish here a detailed portrait of the situation, country by country, and that only 
a general outline was feasible. 

 In countries with a large Buddhist majority such as Sri Lanka and Myanmar, no law 
punishing homosexual acts existed before British colonization. The criminal codes of 
both countries contain, since the late nineteenth century, severe provisions for prison 
sentences against sexual acts described as “against nature” committed by persons of the 
same sex, with the opposite sex, or with animals.  160   French colonization had a different 
approach since the Revolutionary Penal Code of 1791 did not mention sodomy as a 
crime, so that such legislation was never found in Cambodian, Laotian, or Vietnamese 
law. Thailand was never colonized but, in the early twentieth century, it made a commit-
ment to its European trading partners to modernize its criminal code. It timidly intro-
duced in its legislation a law against sodomy without actually enforcing it. This provision 
was even revoked in 1956, so it may be suitable to say that this country has always been 
tolerant, at least in legal terms, in respect of sexual relations between consenting adults 
of the same sex.  161   Most of these countries have yet adopted laws that protect minors of 
both sexes against various forms of sexual exploitation. If we look more closely at the case 
of Vietnam, the criminal codes of the ancient Le (1428–1787) and Nguyen (1802–1945) 
Dynasties make no mention of homosexual relations.  162   While Vietnamese codes usually 
follow Chinese law, the Nguyen code did not see fit to follow the Qing law of 1734 and 
incorporate into its list of offenses consensual homosexual acts of sodomy. 

 In  Theravada  countries, the code of monastic discipline and its commentaries contain 
the clearest injunctions on homosexual acts. They are considered on equal footing with 
other sex offenses involving an orifice in the human body, neither too severe nor too less. 
As already noted, what determines the severity of a wrongdoing has nothing to do with 
the anatomical sex or gender of the sexual object. Rather, the seriousness of the fault 
depends on the presence or absence of penetration or emission of sperm. Thus, a monk 
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being masturbated by another monk commits an offense in the category of  sanghadisesa  
I if he ejaculates, but the masturbating monk commits a minor offense ( dukkata ) if he 
does not himself ejaculate. The gender of the sex object, however, is taken into account 
when judging the seriousness of a  sanghadisesa  II, that is to say, while touching different 
parts of a woman’s body with a sexual intent. The  Suttavibhanga  then discusses the case 
of the monk who touches a novice or another monk in a sexual way: he commits a venial 
sin ( dukkata ), as when he touches in the same way a female animal. If the monk is acting 
similarly toward a  pandaka , he is committing a serious fault ( thullacaya ), though without 
the obligation to convene the  sangha . The analysis of the monastic code corroborates 
the Buddha’s general injunction against the dangers of women on the path of spiritual 
growth. The same risk does not occur with respect to men, except perhaps for a group 
that can be mistaken for women, the  pandaka s. It is this confusion that probably led the 
ancients to exclude them from ordination.  163   Hermaphrodites ( ubhatovyanjanaka ) also 
got excluded from ordination.  164   In their own understanding, the authors of the  Vinaya  
retrieved the Indian medical theory of a third gender ( tritiya prakriti ), which included 
men who could not have “normal” sexual relations with women—that is, those who can-
not procreate for one reason or another. Brahmanical culture used the word  pandaka  as 
a synonym for  sandha, kliba , or  napumsaka , already discussed in the previous chapter. 
The Buddhist commentators Buddhaghosa and Asanga distinguished between five types 
of  pandaka s: a man suffering from impotence due to congenital malformation, the voy-
eur who cannot be sexually satisfied without looking at others copulate, the man who 
periodically suffers from impotence, the fellator, and whoever gets an orgasm by using 
some artifice.  165   The list includes fairly broad categories of the third sex described in 
Indian medicine, and includes in the same fashion men who have sex with men as well 
as those who are impotent. In the  Mahavagga  of the  Vinaya , the motive for exclusion 
from ordination does not seem to lie in physiology. Instead, it insists on the behavior of 
a morally reprehensible  pandaka  who sought to have sex with novices or other monks.  166   
In the case of the hermaphrodite, it is debatable whether exclusion was based on loss 
of physical integrity.  167   At least, another reason has to be found in the  pandaka ’s case 
because his physical integrity is not always involved. The logic that prevails throughout 
the  Vinaya Pitaka  is one of exclusion of women to protect the monks’ virtue. The  pan-
daka s belong to more or less well-defined gender and that ambiguity threatens the purity 
of the monastic order, which has to be protected by strict rules, especially regarding 
the exchange between the sexes. The commentator Buddhaghosa labels the  pandakas  
as debased beings ( ussanakilesa ), hypersexualized ( avupasanta-parilaha ), with a libido 
made of loose impulses ( parilahavegabhibhuta ).  168   He does not hesitate to compare them 
with prostitutes or young sluts. In short, like women,  pandaka s represent a threat to the 
chastity of monks. Their company should be avoided and they should, therefore, not be 
admitted into the monastic order. We must also take into consideration in the assessment 
of these rules of conduct that the  sangha  was the first monastic community of the Indian 
world, so the monks’ conduct had to be above all suspicion in public opinion.  169   The 
story of the origin of the rule excluding  pandaka s reflects exactly that. A  pandaka  sexu-
ally solicited novices and monks but was turned down by them. He finally had his way 
with the  mahouts  who spread the rumor later: monks are  pandaka s, and those who are 
not  pandakas  sleep with  pandaka s.  170   The commentator Vasubandhu stigmatized  pan-
daka s and hermaphrodites by describing them as incapable of becoming spiritual beings, 
unable to concentrate in meditation because they are fettered by their sexual instincts.  171   

 Outside the  Vinaya Pitaka , which applies only to monks, no further mention of 
homosexual acts categorized as sexual misconduct appears in the Pali canon or any other 
texts of Indian Buddhism.  172   The commentator Buddhaghosa seems to go against the 
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tide when he associates in the  Sumangalavilasini  sex between men with the decline of 
the Buddhist doctrine.  173   The  Sutra of the True Dharma of Clear Recollection  of the 
ancient Indian  Mulasarvastivada  School interested in the doctrine of retribution refers 
to various torments suffered by men who have sex with men, in the burning hell of mass 
destruction (Sanskrit  samghata naraka ).  174   They are consumed by the embrace of a man 
on fire. Others are torn to pieces in burning hell of tears (Sanskrit  raurava naraka ), 
while their genitals are devoured by vermin. The same book condemns pedophiles to hell 
by plunging them into the ocean of sulfur surrounding the three spheres of existence  175   
attracted by the cries of boys who are burning in hell and begging for help. In Japan, 
Genshin (942–1017), a monk of the  Tendai  School, tells a story very similar in  Ojo 
Yoshu ,  The Essentials of Rebirth in the Pure Land . 

 We know little about the history of the social perception of homosexuality in societies 
marked by the Theravada tradition. Several accounts of European travelers indicated that 
homosexual mores were prevalent in certain areas. The Dutch traveler Jan Huyghen van 
Linschoten (1563–1611) substantiated their existence in Pegu in Burma. Alexander Hamilton, 
who in 1744 traveled to Burma, referred to a queen of Burma who had imposed on 
women to wear a sarong to attract the gaze of men, all too busy engaging in sodomy. 
Ralph Fitch (1552–1611) of the East India Company reported that the men of Pegu and 
Chiang Mai were so immersed in sodomy and masturbation that the population had 
declined.  176   Explorers, traders, and European missionaries in Siam seemed more fasci-
nated by the heterosexual manners of its inhabitants, their propensity to polygamy, and 
reported few cases of vice “against nature,” effeminate men or transvestites.  177   Studies 
and recent archeological research tend to show that Theravada Buddhism migrated from 
Sri Lanka to Southeast Asian countries in the eleventh century under the aegis of King 
Anawrahta of Pagan, and considerably influenced the law codes of several countries in the 
region throughout the premodern period.  178   Therefore, it is not surprising to find in the 
legal texts named  dhammasat  or  dhammathat , or in royal ordinances ( rajathat ), defenses 
and rules of conduct heavily inspired by the Pali canon. Most of these legal texts set forth 
rules of sexual conduct to guard marriage against adultery. Examples can be found in the 
 Mangrai Thamassat  from the Lannathai Kingdom of Chiang Mai or the  Kotmai Tra Sat 
Duang  ( Three Seals Code ) compiled in 1804, the Vientiane Code named  Khamphi 
Thammasat Buhan Lao  or the Burmese code  Manugye Dhammathat  ( The Laws of Manu ). 
According to Andrew Huxley, a specialist of the influence of Buddhism on the legal 
codes of these countries, homosexual practices among the laity are not dealt with by 
codes or royal decrees. Their rules are almost always limited to sexual misconduct between 
a man and a woman.  179   In the case of monks, the royal ordinances may sometimes echo 
the  Vinaya.  King Badon of Burma, in an order of 1810, enacted the exclusion of the 
monk Shin Tejosara from the  sangha  for allegedly having performed oral sex and sodomy 
on other monks.  180   This is consistent with the generally restrictive interpretation of the 
third defense limited to adultery, where it concerns sexual morality applicable to the 
laity.  181   Peter Jackson has studied the contemporary understanding of the Thai words 
 pandaka  and  ubhatovyanjanaka  (hermaphrodite), often translated by the word  kathoey  

. The author cites various sources, Thai dictionaries and books written by monks, 
to prove that the word somehow draws its meaning from Indian medical theories of a 
third gender to apply it nowadays to either a transvestite, a hermaphrodite, or a passive 
homosexual and even a gay person.  182   The origin of the word is uncertain, but according 
to some authors it would come from the Khmer language. Notice that the Khmer people 
were strongly Indianized before the introduction of Theravada Buddhism in the four-
teenth century, just like the Mon people of Burma. Before the creation of their own 
kingdoms, during the thirteenth century in Sukhothai and Ayutthaya in the nineteenth 
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century, the Khmers and the Mons ruled over the Thais. In 1991, Anatole Roger Peltier, 
an expert in Thai-Lao literature, published a translation of a creation myth of the Yuan 
people of Northern Thailand, the  Pathamamulamuli ,  183   which could explain the origins 
of the pre-Buddhist  kathoey  in Thailand. In this myth, the primordial couple decides to 
have children of three sexes, the female (Itthi), male (Pullinga), and neutral (Napumsaka). 
As adults, Itthi and Pullinga are attracted to each other, and Napumsaka kills his rival 
Pullinga out of jealousy. A similar myth also exists in the Indianized Mon culture, the 
 Mula Muh .  184   It should also be noted that rituals were often the domain of “third gen-
der” shamans in the entire Southeast Asia, prior to the penetration of either Buddhism in 
the case of Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam, or of Islam in Indonesia and 
Malaysia.  185   Nevertheless, caution is advised when time comes to consider the Thai myth 
as the acknowledgment of three genders. Among the things to be aware of, Matzner 
denotes the negative vocabulary surrounding the word  napumsaka  and the fact that 
being considered the first murderer in human history does not help in any way social 
tolerance vis- à -vis the  kathoey .  186   Whatever the precise origin of the word, many Buddhists 
use the word  kathoey  to refer to both men who have sex with men and persons with atypi-
cal gender identity, the transgender, transvestite, or transsexual. Contemporary authors 
like Bhikkhu Methangkun Bunmi attempt to explain homosexuality with the theory of 
 karma . He argues that sexual misconduct in a previous life predisposes an individual to 
engage in homosexual practices, in another life.  187   In the  Therigatha , the nun Isidasi, 
having achieved enlightenment, tells the story of her successive reincarnations. She first 
lived as a blacksmith who committed adultery and was reincarnated as various neutered 
animals, and then as a hermaphrodite or “neither male nor female” each and every time 
he committed adultery.  188   In the opinion of many psychologists and sexologists, belief in 
the causality link between being homosexual, or  kathoey,  and sexual misconduct in past 
lives is deeply rooted in Thai mentality.  189   This etiology has at least the merit, as noted 
by Jackson, to consider homosexuality or transgenderism as an irreversible congenital 
condition that demands the practice of an important Buddhist virtue—compassion.  190   
Thus Bunmi elaborates this theory to the extent of suggesting that anyone should think 
twice before ridiculing a  kathoey  because everyone in a past life has probably committed 
an offense against the third precept, which has had the person reincarnated as a  kath-
oey .  191   This suggests some respect toward the  kathoey  or the homosexual in the form of 
resignation brought about by the Buddhist doctrine of karmic responsibility, but no real 
acceptance by a society that continues to vilify homosexuality. According to some, the 
karmic responsibility allows the  kathoey  and a Thai who define themselves as gay to accept 
their condition without too much psychological distress, just as women embrace their 
gender, knowing that this may change in another life.  192   Despite the absence of antigay 
laws or few religious sanctions, at least in the case of lay persons, one should not conclude 
that Thai society sees homosexual practices in a positive light. Other forms of social con-
trol are in place to punish such behavior in the public sphere, because it hurts the social 
etiquette ( morsom ,  somkuan ) that requires an individual to marry and have offspring.  193   
Several testimonies, collected and compiled by Jackson from letters sent to magazines in 
Bangkok, perfectly illustrate both the resignation of the person having sex with men, its 
association with karmic causality, and social conformity that forces the individual to keep 
his sexual activities with men secret.  194   This vision departs substantially from the Western 
perception of homosexuality seen as sexual orientation and a certain social visibility of 
homosexuals who were finally guaranteed equal rights after a long historical process. The 
modernization of Thai society has nothing to do with the model described by Foucault 
in his  History of Sexuality , in which the subject manifests the will-to-know and confesses 
everything about the use of pleasure. The Thai model of social development, particularly 
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with regard to sexuality, does not revolve around the permeability between private and 
social spheres as found in the Foucauldian model. The pressure from European trading 
powers on the Kingdom of Siam to adopt a “civilized” lifestyle brought, as of the mid-
nineteenth century, King Chulalongkorn (1868–1910) and several others to later adopt 
public laws inspired by imported social norms, without actually changing deviant private 
behavior.  195   In fact, to meet European demands Thai authorities simply banned from the 
public space manifestations European merchants and explorers found to be offensive, 
especially male and female nude torsos, the difficulty of differentiating male and female 
appearance, and the exploitation of women in polygamy. The contemporary attitude of 
concealment or invisibility of the erotic in Thai culture is directly related to this govern-
ment policy planned to civilize its citizens on the surface but without effective control 
over private sexual practices.  196   With the same logic, the state began to police the genders 
by creating a public space where men and women were dressed according to the European 
standards of decency and genders being now differentiated according to these imported 
stereotypes. According to Jackson, the will to control specific behaviors in both genders 
is relatively recent in the history of Thailand, which could certainly account for the 
increased interest in the  kathoey  in public discourse on sexuality. Before the mid-twenti-
eth century, transvestism attracted little attention in a society where it was sometimes 
difficult to distinguish the appearance of a man from that of a woman.  197   The insistence 
of new policies on gender differentiation led to greater feminization of the  kathoey , 
becoming increasingly identified with transgenderism or passive homosexuality, the Thai 
 kween  (queen). Since the 1970s, Thai society, which traditionally mixed up sex with gen-
der, is now learning to distinguish between transgenderism and transsexualism from 
homosexuality, called  rak-ruamphet . Increasingly, the epithet  kathoey , at least in academic 
circles and among more educated and urbanized population, seems reserved to describe 
transgender and transsexual persons.  198   The use of the terms “gay” and “gay king” 
spreads quickly to mean men who have sex with men but who meet the stereotype of the 
real man, the inserter, as opposed to the “gay queen” or  kathoey .  199   In summary, the Thai 
gay world seems to be marked by the ambivalence of social stigma whereas the  kathoey  is 
reminiscent of the Indian attitude vis- à -vis the  hijra  or the  kothi , but a kind of resignation 
and even compassion based on karmic retribution is shown at the same time. Thai people 
sometimes show a certain respect or fascination with the  kathoey , some of whom enjoy 
exceptional popularity such as the “kickboxer” champion Nong Tum, beauty queens, or 
players from the volleyball team “Iron Ladies” who won the national championship.  200   
In 2003, film director Ekachai Uekorngtham showed on screen the life of Nong Tum 
and the film received numerous national and international awards. The film titled 
 Beautiful Boxer  narrates the boxer’s childhood in a small village in Northern Thailand, 
his six years as a novice in a Buddhist monastery, his boxing career and his career as a 
singer, and finally his sex reassignment surgery. 

 Ambivalence also qualifies the approach of Thai society vis- à -vis gay persons. The 
absence of antihomosexual legislation should normally promote greater social accep-
tance of gays, but the importance of family, and duty to conform without losing one’s 
face and keeping up with appearances, prevent complete visibility. For the last 20 years, 
gay culture has established itself in Bangkok and some tourist resorts such as Phuket and 
Pattaya. Men, however, who regularly visit restaurants, bars, and saunas, consider their 
attendance at such drag places as a strictly private matter. They do not wish to identify 
as gays, outside these places of amusement.  201   These quarters can sometimes be subject 
to police action. Police are mostly absorbed in controlling drug trafficking and sexual 
exploitation of minors and raids are not particularly directed against homosexuals.  202   The 
effect of globalization is also quietly at work in Thailand, and the public body responsible 
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for mental health said in December 2002 that homosexuality was no longer a mental 
 illness, and that a greater openness of families and workplaces could guarantee homo-
sexuals a better and happier life.  203   Thus, social attitudes are changing, and the Thai 
Buddhist clergy is no exception. In the 1990s, some monks and lay people saw in the 
AIDS virus nothing less than the karmic retribution for sexual misconduct. Since 2000, 
compassion took the shape of concrete involvement of monasteries in the fight against 
AIDS, and replaced the traditional attitude of condemnation.  204   

 China had no laws prohibiting consensual homosexual acts before the Qing law of 
1679, which remained in force until the end of the dynasty in 1911. Aside from this 
period, Chinese culture seemed quite tolerant of homosexuality, despite its Confucian 
ideology based strongly on family. An extensive literature demonstrates the existence of 
passionate male love affairs in the nobility and ruling class of the literati. Typical examples 
during the  Spring and Autumn  period ( Chunqiu   春秋 ; 722–481  BC ) was the love of 
Duke Ling of Wei ( 衛靈公 ) for his favorite Mizi Xia ( 弥   子暇 ). The legist Han Fei ( 韓非 ) 
reported without any moral judgment that the duke accepted half a peach given to him 
by Mizi Xia as proof of his sincere love. The gesture earned male love the common refer-
ence of “love of the split peach” ( fentao ,  分桃 ), or “love of the half-eaten peach” ( yutao 
zhipi ,  餘桃之癖 ).  205   Still, according to Han Fei, the duke apparently abandoned his lover 
when he grew older and lost his youthful beauty.  206   Dating from the  Warring States  
period ( Zhanguo   戰國 ; 453–221  BC ), there is also the famous episode of Wang Zhongxian 
(  王仲先 ) who was seduced by the beauty of his master, the scholar Zhang Pan ( 潘章 ). 
The two studied together, shared a pillow, and died at the same time. People buried 
them together in one grave on Mount Luofu. A tree grew on the grave with branches 
intertwined, so it was called the “shared pillow tree” ( gongzhen shu ,  共枕  树 ).  207   Love 
between men was so popular at the Han court (206  BC –220  AD ) that Sima Qian ( 司馬遷 ; 
145–90  BC ), the great historian of the time, devoted in his  Records  ( Shiji ,  史記 ) an entire 
chapter to the emperors’ male favorites, a phenomenon quite natural according to the 
Western Han historian Ban Gu ( 班固 ; 32–92  AD ).  208   In the  Zhangguo Ce , King Wei was 
overwhelmed by the beauty of Duke Longyang ( 龍陽 ). The duke’s name came to mean 
love between men.  209   The most famous affair between emperor and favorite was that of 
Emperor Ai ( 哀 ) and his lover Dong Xian ( 董賢 ) who had fallen asleep on the sleeve of 
his robe. The emperor decided to cut it instead of waking up his beloved; hence, another 
expression to describe traditional homosexuality: “passion of the cut sleeve” ( duanxiu 
zhipi ,   斷袖之癖  ).  210   Homosexual liaisons are also common among the elite in later peri-
ods and even among the military as evidenced by the passion of General Cao Cao ( 曹操 ), 
founder of the Northern Wei Dynasty, for his cavalry commander Kong Gui ( 孔桂 ).  211   
King Wen of the Kingdom of Chen ( 陳 ) made his favorite Han Zigao ( 韩  子高 ) the army 
general.  212   Many of these biographies and historical narratives highlighted the emotional 
ties and the strong connection that bound these partners far beyond mere flirtations. 
Poetry and prose amply demonstrated the same phenomenon. The poet Ruan Ji cel-
ebrated the love of boys in a poem where he referred to famous lovers of the past, such 
as Long Yang ( 龍陽 ), the king of Wei Anli’s ( 安釐 ) favorite, and An Ling ( 安陵 ) favorite 
of the king of Chu.  213   The Tang writer, Li Yi ( 李翊 ), wrote a story about the passion-
ate life of Han Zigao, an account echoed by Feng Menglong ( 馮夢龍 ; 1574–1645) in 
his illustrious  Qingshi  ( 情史 , Love Story). Feng’s book assembled different stories on 
male love under one chapter entitled  Qing Wai  ( 情外 , Other Love).  214   Like in other 
“petty talk” works ( xiaoshuo   小小說 ), that is, romanticized stories in the vernacular lan-
guage near the end of the Ming Dynasty ( 明 ; 1368–1644), Feng Menglong developed 
a more individualist and romantic approach to love and emotions ( qing ,  情 ).  215   Several 
short stories with homoerotic flavor, pornographic in tone, offered various intrigues in 
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which the characters are often involved in violence, male prostitution, theft, and murder. 
For example, in  Yichun Xiangzhi  ( 宜春香質 ), attributed to Zui Xihu Xinyue Zhuren 
( 醉西湖心月主人 ) is young Niu ( 鈕 ), ugly-looking but miraculously transformed by 
Taoist immortals into a handsome young man. He became the King’s lover and “queen” 
of a land of male pleasures  yinan guo  ( 宜男國 ).  216   However, the book seems to judge 
love between men severely, describing the brutal death of a young lover gutted by a 
hook inserted into the anus.  217   The same Zui also wrote  A Lady’s Pin under a Man’s 
Cap , ( Bian er chai ,  弁而釵 ), which consisted of four short stories making room for 
homosexual passions. In the first narrative,  Chronicle of a Loyal Love  ( Qingzhen Ji , 
 情貞記 ), a young scholar named Fengxiang ( 風翔 ) fell in love with a fifteen-year-old, 
Zhao Wangsun ( 趙王孫 ), and went back to study at school hoping to seduce him. Zhao 
was taken by remorse for having acted as a woman, so Fengxiang told him that passion 
( qing ) did not stop at the gates of morality ( li ,  理 ) and left no trace of the distinctions 
between the masculine and feminine.  218   The second story,  A Story of Chivalric Love  
( Qingxia ji ,  情俠記 ) featured two characters who wield both the arts of war ( wu   武 ) and 
literature ( wen ,  文 ). The pair, Zhangji ( 張機 ) and Zhong Tunan ( 鐘圖南 ), have sex under 
the influence of alcohol. Realizing later that he had been sodomized by Zhong Tunan, an 
angry Zhangji wanted to cut his partner’s head, but Zhong dissuaded him with calm and 
confidence in the expression of his feelings. They both became officers at the imperial 
court, and they met later on the battlefield in Shaanxi. There, Zhangji rescued his friend 
Zhong. They decided to make love again, though Zhangji initially refused, because of 
their high rank. True affection and loyalty bound them unto old age. They united in 
marriage their sons and daughters, and they finally ended their days together in seclusion, 
after Zhang had decided to join his friend who had fallen in disgrace.  219    Bian er chai  well 
expressed its author’s regard for the ideal of chivalry ( xia ,  侠 ), which he saw perfectly 
fulfilled through homoerotic feelings, in which paragons of equality and fairness between 
soul mates ( zhiji ,  知己 ) are best exhibited.  220   In both works, Master Zui places romantic 
male love on equal footing with heterosexual romance, setting it apart from homoerotic 
relations with boys as a form of entertainment.  221   

 Under the Qing, storybooks continued to offer an honorable place to homosexual 
liaisons. Li Yu ( 李   鱼 ; 1611–1680), author of the famous novel  The Carnal Prayer 
Mat  ( Rou Putuan   肉蒲團 ; 1657), whose heroes have sex with many women but do 
not discard the opportunity of having sex with male servants, wrote three stories with 
 homosexual adventures.  222   In his collection of stories titled  Silent Operas  ( Wusheng Xi , 
 無聲戲 ), there is a piece called “A Male ‘Mother Meng’ Thrice Moves Home” ( Nan 
Meng Mu Jiaohe Sanqian ,  男孟母教合三遷 ). This story remains significant due to the 
fact that while a work of fiction, it opens a window on the social reality of homosexual-
ity in Qing Dynasty. The story takes place in Fujian, where the young scholar Xu Jifang 
( 許季芳 ) married and fathered a son, but rather cold toward women, fell for a beautiful 
teenager named Ruilang ( 瑞郎 ). The youth’s father offered his son in marriage to the 
man who would wage the highest price. According to novelist Li Yu, it was a widespread 
custom in the south ( nan feng ,  南風 ) to marry Fujian adolescent boys to men until they 
reach the nubile age. As he became older, Ruilang decided to cut his genitals to continue 
to live with Xu Jifang, and changed his name to Rui Niang ( 娘   niang  means a woman or 
a mother). Xu Jifang was accused by a magistrate of having castrated the young man and 
was beaten to death. Rui brought up Chengxian ( 承先 ), the son of his deceased lover, 
and moved three times to protect the young boy from his masters’ sexual advances.  223   

 In 1750, Wu Jingzi ( 吳敬梓 ) completed his novel  The World of the Literati  ( Rulin 
Waishi ,  儒林外史 ). It was a true parody of Confucian scholars and the civil service exami-
nation system tainted by favoritism. In  chapter 30  Du Shenqing ( 杜慎卿 ) told his friend 
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Li Weixiao ( 季  苇萧 ) that love between friends ( pengyou ,  朋友 ) exceeds the love between 
a man and a woman. When Li asked him if he went to the park to meet opera actors, 
understood sex workers, Du’s response was striking: it would mean satisfying one’s sexual 
needs in a brothel without sharing sincere feelings from the heart. Under the Qing, vari-
ous scholars and mandarins took transvestite opera actors ( dan ,  旦 ) for friends, includ-
ing those of the famous  Kunqu  ( 崑曲 ). Author of the novel  Pinhua Baojian  ( Precious 
Mirror for Appreciating Flowers ,  品花寶鑒 ) in 70 chapters, Chen Sen ( 陳森 ; 1797–1870) 
focused his story on homosexual relations of Beijing scholars, officials, and wealthy mer-
chants during the reign of Emperor Qianlong ( 乾隆 ), with young actors ( dan ). Notice 
the two couples, the first consisting of young scholar Mei Ziyu ( 梅子玉 ) and actor Du 
Qinyan ( 杜琴言 ) and the second consisting of Tian Chunhang ( 田春航 ) and actor Su 
Huifang ( 蘇惠芳 ).  224   The two couples exemplify the purity of love ( qing ), which the 
author contrasts with some vile and grotesque characters such as Xi Shiyi ( 奚十一 )—a 
man drawn to more adventurous and sordid sexual encounters with actors. In the man-
ner of Ming popular literature, Chen Sen used  qing  aesthetics in homoerotic contexts to 
express the epitome of romantic love where equality in the sharing of feelings prevail over 
the duties imposed by gender stereotypes or social status.  225   

 Several scholars and officials financially supported the theater and maintained around 
them social circles where members of the intellectual and political elite ( mingshi ,  名士 ) of 
the time exchanged ideas. They also interchanged sexual favors with young actors deemed 
to be at the lowest of the social scale ( jianmin ,  賤民 ). Handbooks or catalogs called 
 Huapu  ( 花譜 ), celebrating the charms of young actors, circulated extensively.  226   Thus, 
the distinguished scholar Mao Xiang ( 冒襄 ; 1611–1693) held regular gatherings in his 
superb Shuihui Garden ( 水繪園 ) villa in Rugao where high-society personalities mingled 
with actors from his company. Among the guests was his friend the poet Chen Weisong 
( 陳維崧 ; 1625–1682) who fell madly in love with the young actor Xu Ziyun ( 徐子雲 ; also 
known as Yunlang,  雲郎 ). Under Mao Xiang’s patronage, he had with him a relationship 
that lasted 17 years. This faithful bond inspired several scholars of the time who praised 
in poems the beauty of the young actor. They actually formed a literary circle in which 
homoerotic expression triumphed, seeing themselves as Chen Weisong’s disciples.  227   

 This all-too-brief historical survey may simply demonstrate a strong social acceptance 
vis- à -vis homosexual relations in preimperial China, right up to the end of the empire. 
Such a claim calls for some nuances. Nonegalitarianism stamps the majority of sexual 
encounters between men described in Chinese literature, whether in historical records, 
poetry, or novels. Indeed, it is almost always kings, dukes, emperors, officials, and schol-
ars who fall in love with younger people, teenagers, whose social status is usually lower, 
servants at the imperial court or house servants, prostitutes or actors. In almost all cases, 
the older partner is married and remains so, while the younger usually gets married 
when he is of age. Tolerance, therefore, manifests itself within a society deeply infused 
by Confucian moral values. Filial piety here ensures the continuity of patriarchal family 
values and respect for social hierarchy. Homosexual liaisons are socially accepted insofar 
as they do not threaten family and patriarchal values. Individuals engaging in homosexual 
relations are never stigmatized as being perverse or as doing something against the order 
of nature. However, fear can come from different sides, for example, homosexuality can 
be seen as an outrage to procreation, gender identity, and social status. The latter concern 
appears to have pushed Song legislators to punish transvestites ( bu nan ,  不男 , nonmale) 
who became prostitutes and persons of inferior rank ( jian min ,  賤民 ) by assuming the 
passive role in sodomy.  228   Remarkably, the inserter was not affected by such legislation. 
Only with the Qing did the perception of homosexual behavior really change. For the 
first time in history, until the end of the empire, sodomy was equated with adultery and 
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prostitution, that is to say, illicit sex outside of marriage ( 姦 ,  jian ). These acts became 
punishable, depending on whether they were consensual or not and the victim’s age. As 
shown by Sommer, the Qing strategy of increasing the number of persons with the legal 
status of honorable person ( 良人 ,  liangren ) aimed primarily at protecting the Confucian 
family values, including safeguarding the honor of young boys coming from respectable 
families ( liangren ) and thus destined to become real men—that is, able to penetrate their 
wives when they marry. The rape of boys from respectable families as well as consensual 
homosexual anal intercourse became criminal acts like adultery. The Qing Code did not 
punish acts committed against a person of low condition, or a male prostitute.  229   This 
demonstrates, once again, that homosexual acts are not perceived as evil because of the 
sexual object, but because they may cause social unrest, threatening the key Confucian 
value, family. The main purpose of the code of laws is to regulate male sexuality, mainly 
to regulate the sexual behavior of unmarried men ( guang gun ,  光棍 ),  230   who may 
be sexually frustrated and do not always care about the anatomical sex of the person 
being penetrated.  231   It is this kind of approach that was first favored by the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP). Mao Zedong criminalized sodomy by categorizing it as an 
act akin to vandalism ( liumangzui ,  流氓罪 ), meaning essentially anything that disrupts 
the social order.  232   While rejecting the approach based on the hierarchy of social classes 
and genders found in Qing morality, the CCP promoted traditional views on sexuality 
in marriage, and conceived of homosexuality ( tongxinglian ,  同性恋 ) as reactionary.  233   
Homosexual acts are selfish because they do not contribute to building a new society.  234   
During the Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1976, intolerance occurred more intensely 
against men having sex with men. They were persecuted as reactionaries ( fandong fenz  i , 
 反动分子 ). The CCP’s homophobic campaign often used psychiatry to define homosex-
uality as a mental illness. Even though persecution ceased after the Cultural Revolution, 
homosexuals feared to come out in public, as demonstrated by the work of Professors Li 
Yinhe ( 李  银  河 ) and Wang Xiaobo ( 王小波 ) from the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences 
in the first serious book devoted to homosexuals published in China.  235   At the same time, 
the book lifted the veil on a homosexual subculture in Beijing, with its clandestine meet-
ing places. The same year, another study among university students in Beijing demon-
strated that 7.5 percent of them had one or more homosexual experiences.  236   Beginning 
in the 1990s, a more liberal attitude toward sexuality, known in Chinese as  xing kaifang  
( 性  开  放 ), made its appearance accompanied by a more romantic view of marriage. The 
two phenomena were accelerated by a greater openness to the world, economic develop-
ment, and Internet. All this has led to greater openness vis- à -vis alternative sexualities.  237   
The birth control policy introduced in the 1970s has also changed the general percep-
tion on sexuality, which became no longer limited to procreation.  238   Obvious signs of 
this trend are more and more frequent. In 1997, section 160 of the criminal code that 
allowed for the prosecution of homosexual men was repealed. In April 2001, the Chinese 
Psychiatric Association stopped classifying homosexuality with mental illnesses whenever 
the person accepts his condition.  239   The 1990s also saw the emergence of homosexual 
rights advocacy and support groups. Homosexuals often refer to themselves as  tongzhi  
( 同志 ) or comrades. The  tongzhi  culture is thriving today in large cities such as Beijing, 
Shanghai, or Hong Kong, with bars, saunas, coded language, and a literature specifi-
cally developed on the web since 1994 and named  tongzhi wenxue  ( 同志文学 , comrade 
literature). Cristini (2005) has identified close to 90,000 sites. The genre is sometimes 
sexually explicit, but usually puts forward romantic liaisons and the difficulties of living 
openly as homosexual in a Chinese family—always strongly attached to the model of 
Confucian filial piety. The ancient philosopher Mencius said: “There are three ways of 
being a bad son. The most serious is to have no heir.”  240   This certainly makes any coming 



Buddhism 53

out difficult and explains why many homosexuals are still getting married. In short, there 
is an atmosphere of openness since the 1990s reflected by the growing number of book 
titles on homosexuality in mainland China, Taiwan, or Hong Kong where the British had 
decriminalized sodomy before leaving in 1997.  241   

 Everything about Chinese culture and history supports the idea of a virtual absence 
of homophobia through the centuries. This could be explained by evolving standards of 
male beauty which as early as the Later Han Dynasty gave prominence to more femi-
nine traits, as opposed to the more macho features of military heroes ( yingxiong ,  英雄 ). 
This ideal of a feminized male beauty is blatantly obvious in the novelistic tradition of 
the  caizi jiaren  ( 才子佳人 , talented scholar/young beauty). In this genre, even down-
right straight heroes such as Jia Baoyu ( 賈寶玉 ) from the Qing novel  Dream of the Red 
Chamber  ( Honglou Meng ,  紅樓夢 ) by Cao Xueqin ( 曹雨芹 ) win the hearts of women, 
because of their feminine beauty.  242   The same frailty or delicate, feminine traits of a beau-
tiful male also attracted men such as Jia Baoyu. From a very early age, Jia Baoyu seemed 
to embody feminine qualities, and as a boy, he developed friendship with boys showing 
these same qualities, notably Qin Zhong and Liu Xianglian.  243   The presence among the 
literati of that feminine softness was sometimes criticized, particularly early on under 
Qing administration, when some Confucian philosophers correlated Ming defeat at the 
hands of the invading Manchus with the feminization of the literati.  244   In general, gender 
identity does not seem to tear apart or trouble the Chinese for whom masculinity is not 
defined by the opposition of male to female or heterosexuality to homosexuality. Under 
the influence of the  yin-yang  philosophy, power relations rather than sex assign gender. 
The model allows for more gender fluidity because an individual may hold multiple posi-
tions, even simultaneously, in the social spectrum. For example, a scholar or a minister 
may be considered in a  yin  position while serving the emperor, but will fill a  yang  position 
vis- à -vis his wife.  245   

 The Buddhist clergy has often occupied a flimsy position in Chinese society, typically 
marked by Confucian mentality, particularly when it comes to sexual morality. The rather 
austere perspective of Buddhism in matters regarding sexuality and sensual pleasure, 
as well as its monastic ideal, could easily bring its adherents under suspicion, above all 
because of its lack of interest in familial values. What could be more contrary to filial piety 
than a celibate life in a secluded monastery? These reasons may partly explain the lack of 
hostility demonstrated by the  sangha  against homosexual practices in vogue in imperial 
China. Fear of retaliation is probably the real answer. Nothing, on the Buddhist side, 
compares with the repeated attacks by the Jesuits who arrived in China in the fifteenth 
century, particularly those of Matteo Ricci.  246   The missionary fathers were outraged by 
Chinese sexual mores, a world replete with adultery, prostitution, and sodomy. Their 
attacks were directed at Buddhist monks, particularly those from the  Chan  School, and 
altogether at Confucian scholars. In both cases, the agenda appeared quite different. The 
Jesuits had considerable admiration for Confucian moral values and for Chinese religious 
beliefs, which they deemed more akin to Christianity than to Buddhism. For instance, 
the worship of Heaven ( tian ,  天  called the Lord from High, Shangdi  上帝 ), a spiritual 
power that ruled the world, and the emperor having the title “son of heaven” ( Tianzi , 
 天子 ) are responsible for executing the mandate of Heaven ( Tianming ,  天命 ) on earth 
so that order and harmony in the natural world and among men are maintained. The 
Jesuits saw in Buddhism idolatry and doctrines without any rational basis as in the belief 
in successive rebirths and the idea of emptiness that was contrary to the idea of a personal 
god.  247   In short, the missionaries, in order to be successful with their mission, preferred 
compromising with Confucianism, as indicated by Father Nicolas Trigault’s words about 
Thacon, a Buddhist monk at the imperial court: “Ricci was of opinion that it would be 
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better to avoid all contact with this man’s degraded class.”  248   The missionaries obsessed 
with accommodating the Christian faith to Chinese civilization even wrote treatises, in 
Chinese, on male friendship in which they base friendship on values of the heart such as 
loyalty and unselfishness, values in the fashion of the Confucian chivalrous spirit of the 
day.  249   They did, however, warn their readers against the Chinese excesses of the flesh 
that could ruin a pure relationship. For these European missionaries, the accusation of 
“sodomite” had to be the ultimate insult. It is, therefore, not surprising that they exten-
sively used it against their main target, Buddhist monks in the monasteries of China, 
Japan, and even Thailand.  250   

 The Chinese Buddhist clergy did not develop a specific literature on the subject of 
homosexuality and was not prone to convict adepts for homosexual practices, merely 
relying on what was found already in the  Vinaya . One of the great poets of the Tang 
Dynasty, Bai Xingjian ( 白行簡 ; 775–826) mentioned factually and without any moral 
judgment the existence of homosexual practices in Buddhist monasteries.  251   Tradition 
in Japan has it that the monk Kukai imported the practice from Buddhist monasteries 
during his visit to China from 804 to 806.  252   A monk’s ability to control his libido seems 
to be public laughingstock, as suggested by this excerpt from the novel  The Carnal 
Prayer Mat : 

  Any young man joining the [Buddhist] order has certain problems he must face. 
However strongly he tries to rein in his lusts, however firmly he tries to extinguish his 
desires, prayer and scripture will get him through the day enough, but in the wee hours 
of the morning that erect member of his will start bothering him of his own accord, 
making a nuisance of itself under the bedclothes, uncontrollable, irrepressible. His only 
solution is to find some form of appeasement, either by using his fingers for emergency 
relief or by discovering some young novice with whom to mediate a solution.  253     

 It remains difficult to explain what actually occurred in Chinese monasteries, and 
have a precise idea of the extent of homosexual practices. Canonical literature was of 
course known to the Chinese monks who widely adopted Dharmagupta’s code of dis-
cipline ( Dharmaguptaka Vinaya ), translated into Chinese early in the fifth century by 
Buddhayasha and Zhu Fonian ( 竺仏念 ), known as the  Sifenl   ü   ( The Code of Discipline in 
Four Parts ,  四分律 ).  254   This book faithfully followed the  Vinaya  of the  Pali Canon .  255   
It included the usual explanation for penetration of three orifices ( san chu ,  三處 )—
the anus ( dabian dao ,  大便道 ), the mouth ( 口 ,  kou ), and the vagina ( xiaobian dao , 
 小便道 )—leading to exclusion from the  sangha  ( parajika, bo luo yi fa ,  波羅夷法 ). There 
are also rules relating to masturbation with voluntary emission of semen ( nong shijing , 
  弄失精 ), alone or with another monk, a misconduct leading to an appearance before the 
 sangha  ( sanghadisesa, sengjia poshisha ,  僧伽婆尸沙 ). The exclusion of  pandakas  ( 半擇迦 , 
 banzhaijia ) from ordination found in the Pali  Vinaya  made also its way to China, as well 
as the five categories of men lacking virility ( wu zhong bu nan ,  五種不男 ), defined in the 
various codes of discipline and their commentaries.  256    Pandaka s were sometimes called 
“yellow doors” ( huang men ,  黄門 ), probably referring to the door leading to the wom-
en’s quarters and guarded by a eunuch, in the Han imperial palace.  257   As already said, 
among the five categories of  pandaka s, some seemed to suffer from impotence or some 
form of congenital sexual dysfunction syndrome ( sheng huang men ,  生黄門 ), while oth-
ers presented a lack of masculinity of some psychological or behavioral origin, such as the 
“fifteen days  pandaka ” ( banyue huang men ,  半月黄門 ) whose impotence bothered him 
only half of the month.  258   Some clarification is needed on the importation of the concept 
of  pandaka  derived from Indian medicine into the Chinese culture. Ayurvedic medicine 
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elected to allocate a specific category to certain birth defects and sexual behaviors, which 
did not conform to anatomical sex, a third gender. Traditional Chinese medicine did 
not follow the steps of its Indian counterpart. The reason is that the forces of  yin  and 
 yang  that sustain gender interact in the cosmos in general and more specifically in every 
individual, regardless of anatomy. Rather than designing the masculine and feminine as 
opposites, the philosophy of  yin  and  yang  offers a vision of fluid types defined more by 
social codes and moral imperatives than by physiology.  259   

 Monastic discipline did not have the same influence in China as it did in India, or Sri 
Lanka, and some schools flatly rejected it, for example, the Chan  Linji  School. According 
to John Kieschnick, Chinese Buddhism was more concerned about the social impacts 
that could cause the pranks of monks who transgressed the code of discipline than by the 
act itself or its karmic consequences. The reputation of monasticism was paramount.  260   
As already mentioned, rejection of discipline went quite far, as illustrated by the behavior 
of “mad monks,” such as Jigong, transgressing the codified rules. Two crazy monks of 
the seventh century, Hanshan ( 寒山 ) and Shide ( 拾得 ), became, at the time of the Song 
dynasty, legendary characters. A  Chan  monk by the name of Fenggan ( 豐干 ) was said 
to have trained Hanshan at the Guoqing Monastery ( 國清 ) on Mount Tientai, where 
he apparently retired at the age of 30. There, he met Shide, an orphan working at the 
monastery. Pictorial representations show the pair, Hanshan and Shide, a favorite theme 
among the monks of the  Chan  Schools during the Song Dynasty (960–1279). Yuan 
Mei ( 袁枚 ; 1716–1798), writer and poet of the Qing Dynasty, echoed this grotesque 
madness of  Chan  monks in a book entitled  What the Master Would Not Talk About  ( Zi 
Buyu ,  子不語 ).  261   The book was blacklisted because of its tone and its iconoclastic, por-
nographic imagery, which the author used as a way to criticize the rigidity of Confucian 
morality. Without adopting Buddhism, he showed some interest in  Chan  Buddhism, 
probably because of its anticonformist and anti-intellectual aspects. Like many scholars of 
the prestigious Hanlin Academy ( 翰林 ), he cherished friendly and amorous relationships 
with young opera actors, with the most famous of his time, Xu Yunting. In  Chapter 17  of 
 Zi Buyu , he cleverly joined two ways of demonstrating his opposition to Qing austerity—
homosexual relations and Chan Buddhism. The author tells the story of a  Chan  monk 
named Qingliang Laoren ( 清凉老人 , Old Qingliang) who, after his death, is reincar-
nated into a young boy in Tibet. The latter proclaimed himself the reincarnation of the 
old monk, and went to Mount Wutai ( 五台山 ) to replace the deceased Qingliang. Li 
Zhuxi ( 李竹溪 ) one day surprised the old man disguised as a woman copulating with a 
woman while he was simultaneously being sodomized by a man. Shocked by the scene, 
Li chided his friend for such conduct, unworthy of a living Buddha. Qingliang replied 
that love for a man or a woman was a natural thing and that sex accounted for life on 
earth. In  Chapter 19  of the same book, a man named Hu Tianbao ( 胡天保 ) was killed 
by a local administrator in Fujian outraged by Hu’s declaration of love. Indeed, Hu had 
been seduced by the administrator’s physique and had hidden to see him naked. Upon 
his arrival in the supernatural world, Hu Tianbao became a supernatural being, taking 
the shape of a rabbit, Tuershen ( 兔兒神 ), a spirit invoked to ensure the success of homo-
sexual relations. 

 Belonging to the Mahayana tradition, Japanese society before the Meiji era (1868–
1912) demonstrated great tolerance vis- à -vis homosexual relations. Meiji Restoration 
marked the end of Japanese isolation. Its openness to the outside led to the adoption of 
an antisodomy law, for the first time in its history, in section 226 of the  Kaitei Ritsurei  
( Amendments to the Criminal Code ) in 1873.  262   It was soon abolished in 1881, but the 
Western medical discourse on the “homosexual pervert” soon invested Japanese scien-
tific and popular discourse.  263   In the Taisho era (1912–1925), homosexual relations 
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were labeled as  seiyoku hentai , that is, diseases or abnormalities of the sexual desire.  264   
The pre-Meiji history of male love ( nanshoku ) presented a decidedly different picture. 
The traditional discourse on  nanshoku  seemed to emerge mainly during the Muromachi 
era (1336–1573). The love of boys was of sufficient importance in the daily lives of 
Japanese monasteries to the point where it gave rise to a particular literary genre called 
 Chigo Monogatari  ( Tales of acolytes ).  265   Among the most famous of these tales was  A 
Long Tale for an Autumn Night  ( Aki no yo no Nagamonogatari ), a work probably writ-
ten by a monk of the late fourteenth century. The tale featured an anonymous narrator 
who recounted a story to older insomniac monks. Keiki, a monk and a  Vinaya  master at 
the Enryaku-ji Temple atop Mount Hiei, realized that he had not reached a sufficient 
level of detachment. He went to Ishiyama Temple dedicated to the bodhisattva Kannon, 
hoping for his assistance to achieve enlightenment. He fell asleep during meditation, 
and a handsome youth appeared to him in a dream. He returned to the monastery, 
believing his request had been granted, but the dream he had had still haunted him. He 
then decided to revisit Ishiyama, but a storm forced him to flee to rival Onjo-ji Temple, 
later called Miidera, at the foot of Mount Hiei.  266   He fancied seeing in the garden the 
youth of his dreams. The next day, a child in the service of this youth, identified to him 
his master Umewaka, the son of the Minister of the Left ( sadaijin ) servicing Emperor 
Hanazono. Thanks to the servant, Keiki ended up meeting Umewaka with whom he 
spent the night. Both left in the morning after having exchanged poems. Keiki went 
back to Hiei to go on with his secluded life. The young Umewaka was in despair because 
he had not heard back from Keiki. He asked his servant to show him where Keiki lived. 
On the road, the two boys sought help from a hermit living in the mountains ( yamabu-
chi ), who then decided to kidnap them. The monks of Miidera thought that the young 
man’s disappearance meant he had been seduced by a monk of the Enryaku-ji, and they 
decided to retaliate with armed force. Having got wind of the affair, Keiki and 500 
monks in arms decided to attack and destroy Miidera. Umewaka eventually escaped 
from the cave where he had been imprisoned, but he found mere devastation and 
destruction at his return in Miidera. Feeling responsible for the wreckage, Umewaka 
decided to kill himself after having put in writing his thoughts for Keiki. The latter, after 
having read Umewaka’s letter, rushed to his side but in vain; the young one had already 
drowned in a river. Through these unfortunate events, Umewaka’s suicide and the 
destruction of the monastery, Keiki finally became fully aware of the impermanence of 
all things and continued living in seclusion.  267   The monks of Miidera learned about the 
appearance of the Bodhisattva Kannon in the form of a beautiful teenager. This story 
perfectly illustrates the Mahayana doctrine of expedient means ( upaya ), that is, reliance 
of bodhisattvas and Buddhas on a variety of means—in this case homosexual desire, to 
guide beings on the path of understanding emptiness and achieving enlightenment. In 
another tale named  Genmu Monogatari , the monk Genmu was seduced by the beauty 
of a young  chigo , Hanamatsu. Tormented, Genmu could no longer concentrate and 
meditate. Hanamatsu appeared in one of the monk’s dreams, in the guise of a flute 
player. They spent all night writing poetry together. Genmu felt guilty for being attached 
to such a passion, which was only a dream. Indeed, Hanamatsu had died two weeks 
earlier. As in the previous story, we learn that the  chigo  was a bodhisattva, this time 
Monju (Manjusri), helping the monk on the road to enlightenment.  268   Romantic rela-
tionships presented by the  Chigo monogatari  literature always led monks to spiritual 
achievement, while love affairs with women inevitably led them to spiritual defeat.  269   
Pederasty ( wakashu do ,  shudo  for short, the way of beautiful young men), found in 
Japanese Buddhist monasteries, is inseparable from the history of  nanshoku . It remains, 
however, difficult to determine how widespread this practice was, based only on literary 
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sources such as the  Chigo Monogatari . A well-known picture scroll ( emaki ) kept in the 
Shingon Daigo-ji Temple near Kyoto, the  Chigo No Zoshi  from the fourteenth century, 
depicts a young acolyte trying to lubricate his fundament for penetration by the abbot 
of the monastery.  270   The monk Yoshida Kenko in his famous  Tsurezuregusa  (Essays in 
Idleness) showed, in a nonjudgmental fashion, how monks were far from following the 
strict monastic rules on the use of alcohol and women. In  Chapter 54 , he depicted a 
group of monks from Omuro excited by the thought of organizing a picnic with a 
 chigo .  271   An anonymous work of the late sixteenth century,  Kobo Daishi Ikkan No Sho  
(Book of Kobo Daishi) revealed a coded language used by  chigo s to communicate their 
feelings to the monks and arrange secret meetings. It also contained advise to monks on 
how to seduce, attract, and train a  chigo , as well as tips for painless anal penetration.  272   
In the seventeenth century, Kitamura Kigin compiled homoerotic poems in a collection 
entitled  Iwatsutsuji  (Wild Azaleas). The title is taken from a poem attributed to a monk 
of the tenth century whose memories of past loves with a  chigo  arose in his mind as wild 
azaleas blooming on the cliffs of Mount Tokiwa. In the preface to his book, Kitamura 
attributed monks’ love for boys to the fact that monastic discipline precluded the natu-
ral company of women, thus inducing in the monks the love of adolescents ( wakashu ). 
Nevertheless, according to Kitamura, what should have been an easy outlet for the 
monks’ passions eventually exceeded the love between a man and a woman. The 
Tokugawa era (1603–1868) established by the Shogun Ieyasu prompted the develop-
ment of a new discourse about  nanshoku . It was no longer confined to monasteries, but 
reached the world of the Samurais and later the theater. The love of boys did not, how-
ever, disappear from the monastic scene and some Zen masters denounced it openly, for 
instance, the reformer Manzan Dohaku (1636–1715).  273   The poet Ihara Saikaku 
(1642–1693), born in Osaka in a merchant family, turned to prose at the end of his life, 
and created a genre consisting of graphic erotic tales,  Ukiyo Zoshi  (Tales of the Floating 
World).  274   Some of the stories deal in part with  nanshoku , as in the  Koshoku Gonin Onna  
(Five Women Who Loved Love) (1685), which chronicles the love lives of five women. 
However, Oman, the heroine of the last story, disguised herself as a male teenager in 
order to entice a Buddhist monk by the name of Gengobei. The monk was living in the 
mountains, after the death of two teenagers he had passionately loved. Until his encoun-
ter with Oman, Gengobei never had any sexual experience with women.  275   He finally 
fell into Oman’s hands and discovered the unfaked sex of Oman. He concluded that the 
love of a woman is worth that of a young man. Yonosuke, the hero in  Koshoku Ichidai 
Otoko  (The Life of an Amorous Man) (1682), had his first sexual experience with a male 
prostitute ( tobiko ) at the age of 14, in the village of Jin-o-do. The prostitute gave him 
several details about his trade and the different men encountered, from priests to wood-
cutters. He thereafter frequently visited male and female prostitutes in the brothels of 
the Shimabara district, Kyoto’s red light, and seemed to enjoy the company of young 
male actors.  276   In 1687, Ihara Saikaku devoted an entire book to male love among 
Samurais and Kabuki  277   theater actors, the  Nanshoku Okagami  (The Great Mirror of 
Male Love).  278   The author lingered on descriptions of homosexual liaisons, tinged by 
loyalty ( nasake ) and a sense of duty ( giri ), which sometimes ended in ritual suicide ( sep-
puku ). The relations he described happened between young adolescent boys ( wakashu ) 
of the samurai class and their masters ( nenja ), or between Kabuki transvestite actors 
( onnagata ) with merchant class men, samurais, and monks. However, not without some 
irony, the author liked to portray the hypocrisy of the Buddhist clergy who “rather than 
waste the offerings of the faithful on things without meaning, use the money to buy the 
love of young actors,” having a marvelous time drinking and organizing sexual orgies in 
their monasteries, as in the story of the famous young actor Ito Kodayu.  279   Other tales 
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report that the  Rinzai  monks’ demand for young male prostitutes was so strong that 
prices increased seriously. To afford these acquaintances, monks from less fortunate 
temples had to sell calligraphy or cut down forests and sell timber. The  Great Mirror of 
Male Love , unlike other works where bisexuality appeared in vogue, described a subcul-
ture where the heroes lived in a world of exclusively homosexual preferences. People 
showing a preference for  wakashu do  were called  onna girai .  280   In Tokugawa society, 
they usually coexisted alongside married men who also displayed a crush for handsome 
young men ( shojin zuki ), and men who preferred women ( joshoku ).  281    Nanshoku  or male 
love described by Ihara Saikaku almost always involved an age difference, the older 
being the inserter and the younger the insertee. There were exceptions to the rule, like 
these two men, over 60 years of age, who lived together. One assumed the role of 
 wakashu  in the tale entitled “Two Old Cherry Trees still in Bloom.”  282   In the tale 
“Bamboo Clappers Strike the Hateful Number,” a young monk of 22 years greeted 
Kabuki actors in his hermitage on Mount Shiroyama, including the famous Tamamura 
Kichiya. The actors were invited to pick mushrooms in the mountains by Ko-romo-
Notan Shiroku, known for his love of boys. The walls of the monk’s hut were lined with 
love letters from young actors, and he admitted he could not help thinking about them. 
The actors made a fuss about revealing their age, and then the monk snapped the bam-
boo clapper, which miraculously reported the age of each of them. All were aged over 
22 years, and one of them even had 39 years.  283   Even in the  Chigo Monogatari , where 
 wakashu do  seemed the norm, the monk Genmu loved and lived peacefully until his last 
days with the murderer of Hanamatsu, the  chigo  he had loved so much. 

 In the eighteenth century, Akinari Ueda (1739–1809) upset the interpretation of the 
love of boys as a spiritual experience of impermanence ( mujo ), where transgression led 
to enlightenment. In  Ugetsu Monogatari  (Tales of Moonlight and Rain), a tale entitled 
 Aozukin  (The Blue Hood) told about a monk who could not recover after his  chigo ’s 
death.  284   To console himself, he had sex with his corpse, eventually eating the remains. 
Tomita Villagers told Kaian, a Zen monk who was passing by, that every night after the 
boy’s death the monk who lived in the mountains transformed into a demon and would 
come in search of food and dig up the corpses in the village cemetery. The Zen monk 
decided to go atop the mountain to meet him. He gave him a  koan  that ultimately would 
allow the monk, tortured by the demons of lust, to reach enlightenment. Unlike the nar-
ratives of enlightenment contained in the  Chigo Monogatari , this tale shows that sexual-
ity sets in motion a dangerous karmic process that causes more and more torment. The 
process is not irreversible, as demonstrated by the outcome of the story, with the help of 
meditation and  koan . Although one is far from the idealized vision of transgression, yet 
this story cannot be interpreted as being homophobic. Indeed, the Zen monk told the 
villagers that a similar event happened when a young woman was changed into a demon 
after she fell madly in love with a monk in his sleep. Kaian then pointed to the villagers 
that there are many tales of women transformed into a demon because women are evil by 
nature, but he had never heard of stories involving men. The author wanted to illustrate 
that sexual desire, whether heterosexual or homosexual, keeps the person in the dark, 
conduces to hell, and brings about the cycle of rebirths. 

 An anonymous text from the Tokugawa era presented a different idea about kar-
mic retribution in relation to the love of boys, much more positive than those offered 
by Ueda Akinari or Genshin. In  Shin’yuki  (Record of Heartfelt Friends),  285   a master 
teaches youths that  wakashu do  is nothing but a path of love and compassion taught by 
the Buddha. Some boys may have an appearance that troubles the mind, but their heart 
is hard as a rock. They do not reciprocate love, that being the reason why they will be 
reborn with some physical disability. Those who in their youth answer the love of a man 
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already in their heart, sow the seeds of love and compassion that will have them grow 
well into adulthood.  

  Conclusion 
 At first glance, Buddhism generally has a rather neutral attitude toward homosexuality. It 
does not assign any stigma to homosexual persons and practices by opposing some sort 
of heterosexual normality. The Buddha did not say a word about it. The Theravada and 
Mahayana understanding of the three first defenses do not normally include same-sex 
relations, at least as far as lay persons are concerned. Even when tradition manifests its 
opposition in the case of the celibate monk, it never bases its objection on gender confu-
sion that would render it illegitimate. Monastic rule prohibits same-sex relations in the 
same way it prohibits heterosexual relations. The code of monastic discipline is, however, 
more uncompromising in its requirements for ordination when dealing with persons 
whose sexuality does not conform to heterosexual standards, the  pandaka s. They may 
not conform either anatomically, psychologically, or because they prefer sexual practices 
such as oral sex or passive sodomy. As I have shown, these standards are still in use today 
by some Buddhists in an attempt to exclude from ordination persons who identify them-
selves as homosexual or gay. 

 One may surmise that the attitude of neutrality stems largely from the fact that sexual-
ity remains for most Buddhists an onset for attachment, while celibacy remains an ideal, 
effective method of cultivating nonattachment. In light of the goal of  nirvana , sexuality 
raises little interest. In such a context, it is difficult to explain this apparent neutrality as 
a true positive affirmation of homosexuality, contrary to a group of Western Buddhists, 
the  Friends of the Western Buddhist Order ,  286   who are inclined to do so.  287   I think more 
skepticism is in order. 

 European colonization and Western influence in trading posts have been instrumen-
tal in the development of homophobia in Asian Buddhist societies. Long before the 
establishment of Buddhism, homophobia was virtually absent in China and the neutral-
ity of Buddhism on sex between men well suited the Chinese tradition. Reprobation of 
homosexual behavior may have come from fear of a loss of male dignity or social status 
but never from religious condemnation.  288   In Southeast Asia, the  kathoey  may well have 
retained pre-Buddhist origins, which would explain the virtual absence of homophobia 
in the traditions of the region. One must qualify the claims of an alleged Buddhist toler-
ance toward homosexuality. It does not always have its source solely in Buddhism. 

 Finally, there is no doubt that a particular Buddhist discourse, especially in Mahayana 
but also in the Tibetan  Tantra , retains a liberating force by transcending the traditional 
categories through which religious discourse on sexuality and spiritual development is 
usually shaped. When one moves to the plane of absolute truth, conventional speech no 
longer holds, including the one on gender, gender identity, or sexual orientation. 

 The true nature of the person transcends all these distinctions, as expressed by the 
nun Soma:  

 Those who think: “I am a woman,” “I am a man” 
 Or those who think: “I’m anything at all” 
 Is fit for Mara, to address.  289      

   



      3  

 Judaism   

   Religion 
 Judaism refers to the religion of the Jewish people or the children of Israel, which com-
prises all those descended from the 12 tribes of Israel, who were descended from the 12 
sons of the patriarch Jacob, Abraham’s grandson. There are some 13.3 million Jews in 
the world, with over 8 million living in the Diaspora: 5.7 million in the United States, 
519,000 in France, and 364,000 in Canada. A little more than 5 million Jews today live 
in Israel.  1   A person can be identified as Jewish in three ways: ethnicity (being born to a 
Jewish mother) together with the practice of Judaism, the practice of Judaism without 
ethnicity (converts), and finally ethnicity alone. Some people, therefore, see themselves 
as belonging to Jewish culture without practicing religion on a regular basis. Thus, in 
Israel, 43 percent of the Jewish population is nonpractising, but 65 percent of Israelis say 
they observe the  Seder  ritual. The  Seder  is the ritual meal taken the first two nights of the 
festival of  Pesach  (Passover), and the service includes the reading of the  Haggadah , the 
narrative of the exodus of the Jewish people and their liberation from slavery in Egypt. 
In the United States, 80 percent of Jews say they practice some form of religion, perhaps 
 Pesach ,  Hanukkah  (Festival of Lights), and  Yom Kippur  (Day of Atonement), but only 
46 percent attend the synagogue.  2   Also in the United States, observance of the Sabbath 
falls to 28 percent and the dietary laws ( kashrut ) to 21 percent. 

 Judaism has its roots in the ancient monotheistic religion of the Israelites, the faith 
of a people chosen by a jealous god named YHWH (Yahweh). This God first chose 
Abraham, who left the city of Ur in Mesopotamia to build a new nation in Canaan, and 
become the father of his people.  3   To this end, the Lord made an eternal covenant with 
Abraham, for which male circumcision, on the eighth day after birth, would become 
the sign.  4   The promise of alliance was actually sealed when the Lord, under the leader-
ship of Moses (Moshe), freed the Israelites, kept as slaves in Egypt by the Pharaohs. 
Jews had fled to Egypt under the leadership of Joseph, the son of Jacob. Jacob was 
the son of Isaac, who was Abraham’s son. The  Sefer Shemot  (Book of Exodus) relates 
how Moses miraculously led the Israelites out of Egypt to the Promised Land, the land 
of Canaan. The journey lasted 40 years through the inhospitable terrain of the Sinai 
Peninsula. Crossing the Sinai remains a crucial moment, when the alliance was truly 
sealed under the authority of Moses. Moses then received from the Lord, on Mount 
Sinai, the Tablets of Law, God’s Ten Commandments.  5   When Moses descended the 
mountain, he saw his people worshipping a golden calf, and overcome with anger, he 
crushed the Ten Tablets.  6   The Lord recalled Moses on the mountain, and renewed his 
covenant by engraving on two stone tablets the words written on the original tablets.  7   
Moses died on the banks of the River Jordan before entering the Promise Land and 
appointed Joshua as his successor. 
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 This divine law or teaching is embodied in Judaism’s most sacred document, the 
 Torah .  8   It consists of five books and is part of the Hebrew Bible ( Tanakh ). It is known 
by Christians as the  Pentateuch  in the  Old Testament .  9   The  Torah  stands, therefore, as 
the primary source of Mosaic Law, which contains 613  mitzvoth  or commandments of 
God. The  mitzvoth  govern personal conduct, including details of personal hygiene, diet, 
clothing, and religious rituals.  10   Yahweh also ordered his people to make a wooden box 
covered with gold, the Ark of the Covenant ( Aron ha-Berit ), to hold the Tablets of Law 
( Luhot ha-Berit ), a symbol for the covenant with his chosen people.  11   It accompanied the 
Jewish people during their conquest of Canaan. The walls of the Canaanite city of Jericho 
collapsed after the Ark had been walked in procession seven times around the enclo-
sure.  12   During the conquest of Canaan, the Ark of the Covenant was housed in a tent, 
the Tabernacle ( Mishkan ), that was eventually integrated in the Temple of Jerusalem, 
during the time of royalty.  13   At the beginning of the first millennium, David, the second 
king of Israel, defeated the Philistines and triumphantly brought back the Ark, plundered 
by the enemy, in his new capital, Jerusalem.  14   King Solomon transferred the Ark from 
the Tabernacle built by David to the Holy of Holies ( Qodesh ha-Qodashim ) in the newly 
built Temple.  15   

 At Solomon’s death ( ca.  930  BC ), a dispute between the tribes caused the Kingdom 
of Israel to partition—ten tribes under the leadership of Jeroboam in the North formed 
the Kingdom of Israel, and the tribes of Benjamin and Judah, to the South, formed the 
Kingdom of Judah, with Jerusalem as its capital.  16   The kingdom of Israel ultimately fell 
into the hands of the Assyrians around 721  BC.   17   That of Judah was finally crushed in 
turn, in 586  BC,  by Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar II. He destroyed the First Temple 
and deported the Jews to Babylon.  18   The  Tanakh  left no doubt about what caused the 
destruction of the two kingdoms and the misfortunes of the chosen people that followed 
during exile. It was interpreted as a punishment from Yahweh, who punished His people 
because of their turning to idolatry, and because their leaders had turned away from His 
commandments. The Jews had abandoned their commitment to serve Him faithfully 
and obey His command.  19   The prophets focused on these aberrations as the main com-
ponent of their oracles, as evidenced by Isaiah in reference to the punishment of Judah 
and Israel: “Hear, O heavens, and give ear, O earth, for the Lord has spoken; Children 
I have raised and exalted, yet they have rebelled against Me.”  20   With the looting of the 
Temple, the legends about the lost Ark of the Covenant proliferated. According to an 
Ethiopian tradition, Menelik 1, an illegitimate son born of the union between Queen 
Makeda of Sheba (Tigray, Northern Ethiopia) and King Solomon had stolen the Ark 
during a visit to Jerusalem, and then brought it to Ethiopia.  21   The disappearance of the 
Ark continues, to this day, to captivate the imagination. Thus, the American filmmaker 
Spielberg, in his film  Raiders of the Lost Ark , imagined the location of the ark somewhere 
in the Nile Delta. According to other legends, the prophet Jeremiah had hidden the Ark 
of the Covenant in a cave, in the mountain where the Lord had revealed it to Moses, to 
save it from destruction.  22   The Second Temple of Jerusalem was reconstructed in 515 
 BC . However, its importance in Jewish life dwindled, particularly because of the disap-
pearance of the symbol par excellence for God’s dwelling presence ( Shekinah ), the Ark of 
the Covenant. The Second Temple was finally destroyed in 70  AD  by the Roman legions, 
under Titus’s command. Orthodox Judaism believes that the Temple of Jerusalem will 
one day be rebuilt, when the dispersed people of Israel finally meet at the coming of the 
Messiah, who will be the future King issued from David’s lineage, announced by the 
prophets.  23   

 Until its destruction, the Temple had been at the center of the religious life of the 
Jewish people, and many sacrifices ( qorbanot ) were offered by the priests ( kohanim ).  24   
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Sacrificial rites were performed daily, as well as during the Sabbath and major holidays 
that mark the annual liturgical calendar. Thus, on the feast of  Yom Kippur , the most 
solemn day of the Jewish liturgy where a 25-hour fast should be observed by the faith-
ful, the High Priest entered the Holy of Holies and sprinkled the blood of a bull he had 
sacrificed by way of atonement. The day of  Yom Kippur  was immediately followed by the 
feast of  Sukkot , a sort of thanksgiving at harvest time.  25   All Jews had to go on pilgrimage 
to the Temple of Jerusalem for the Passover and offer a lamb sacrificed by the priests. The 
animal had to be consumed on site, and the meal had to be accompanied by unleavened 
bread ( matzah ), in memory of the Exodus. Fifty days after Passover, the Jews had to go 
again to the Temple of Jerusalem for the feast of  Shavuot , commemorating the gift of 
the  Torah  to Moses on Mount Sinai, and at the same time offering the first fruits of the 
season. The prophets openly criticized the practice of religious sacrifices for their inability 
to transform the human heart in depth:

  So says the Lord of Hosts, the God of Israel; add your burnt offerings upon your sac-
rifices and eat flesh. For neither did I speak with your forefathers nor did I command 
them on the day I brought them out of the land of Egypt, concerning a burnt offering 
or a sacrifice. But this thing did I command them, saying: Obey Me so that I am your 
God and you are My people, and you walk in all the ways that I command you, so that 
it may be well with you.  26     

 With the exilic period, a new religion favoring righteousness of the heart over religious 
practices emerged, in which the prophet Jeremiah says that in the new Zion people 
would not engage in building a new Ark of the Covenant.  27   The interpretation of the 
 Torah  by a teacher ( Rabbi ) came to occupy a more prominent role in postexilic Judaism, 
as witnessed by Ezra and Nahemya (Nehemiah), upon their return to Jerusalem, which 
had been authorized by the Persian king Artaxerxes 1. Upon arrival in Jerusalem, the 
people gathered around Ezra the scribe, who read them the Book of the Law of Moses, 
and explained its meaning.  28   The exile and the destruction of the Temple drew reli-
gion to new forms of worship, in a new place called the synagogue ( Beit ha-Knesset , 
house of assembly), where Scripture reading and prayer replaced the Temple sacrifice.  29   
Even with the return of some Jews to Palestine, the country still remained occupied 
by a foreign power, Persia (539–333  BC ) and Greece after the conquest of the Persian 
Empire by Alexander the Great (333–200  BC ). At Alexander’s death, his generals willed 
to divide the empire. Finally, Rome took over Palestine during the capture of Jerusalem 
by Pompey in 63  BC . During the Hellenistic period, many Jews emigrated from Judea 
to many flourishing cities in the empire, including Alexandria and Antioch. Until its 
destruction by Titus in 70  AD , the rebuilt Temple continued to be the center of Jewish 
worship.  30   The Temple was a celebration of God’s presence, which demanded a strict 
application of rules of purity, in order to protect the sanctity of the site. The altar of 
sacrifice figured as a locus of reconciliation and communion with the Lord.  31   At the time 
of the monarchy, the king served as a prominent religious Temple figure but, during 
the Hellenistic period, the priests ( kohanim ) from the tribe of Levi gained importance. 
Not only did they preside over religious ceremonies in the Temple, but they became, 
with the Levites and scribes, the guardians of tradition, by writing, teaching of the law 
( halakah ), and exercising adjudicative functions in the person of the High Priest ( Kohen 
Gadol ) assisted by the Sanhedrin (the supreme court).  32   The Maccabees, a priestly family 
from the second century  BC,  organized Jewish resistance against the oppressive Seleucid 
Antiochus IV Epiphanes. He tried to stop Jews from practicing their religion, and des-
ecrated the Temple. Simon Maccabeus instituted the Hasmonean Dynasty, and presided, 
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as Prince and High Priest, over the religious and political destiny of the Jewish people, 
until the foundation of the Herodian Dynasty, in the future Roman province of Judea 
established by Octavian in 30  BC.   33   Sacrifices were accompanied by prayers offered daily 
in the Temple, as well as during the Sabbath, and during the different events in the litur-
gical calendar defined by the priests, especially Passover and  Yom  Kippur.  34   Daily prayer 
( Amidah  or  Shemoneh Esreh , the Eighteen Blessings) were still recited by Orthodox Jews 
three times a day; morning, afternoon, and evening, in private or in a synagogue. It 
probably first appeared during the exile through the work of the Great Assembly eager to 
make the religion portable, in the absence of the Temple.  35   This form of prayer probably 
continued to evolve during the Second Temple period, but no doubt its formalization is 
explained by the fact that, in the Diaspora, these prayers were not recited anymore in the 
Temple to accompany the daily sacrifices.  36   Maimonides believed that the mixing of lan-
guages during the postexilic period with the use of Aramaic, and Greek as the vernacular 
colonial language led to the codification of prayers.  37   

 Another type of codification of the Jewish religious tradition marked the Second 
Temple period: the establishment, by the clergy and scribes, of the canon of writings 
making up the Holy Book, the  Tanakh . From the exile to the destruction of the Temple 
by the Romans, Jewish culture was threatened by the dominant culture, sometimes that 
of Antioch, then that of Alexandria. At the same time, it was exposed to all sorts of new 
ideas, whether the Greek idea of immortality or the dualism of Persian Zoroastrianism, 
where the forces of good oppose the forces of evil. These ideas inspired some, while 
causing defensive reactions in others, but surely generated conflicts among the thinkers 
and transmitters of Jewish tradition. Among these guardians of tradition, the Pharisees 
( Perushim ) exerted a crucial influence in the definition of rabbinic Judaism after the 
destruction of the Temple in 70  AD.   38   Josephus noted that the Pharisees were carefully 
attached to the traditions of the elders not documented in the Mosaic Law, and they dis-
puted their viewpoint with the Sadducees ( Tzeduqim ), a group of priestly aristocracy.  39   
Their exact name means “separate” ( parush ) and probably originated with their principal 
concern for purity of the new community formed by Ezra and Nehemiah. It happened 
during the return from exile when these two reformers were asking the people of Israel, 
including priests and Levites who had borrowed the customs of surrounding peoples 
( Am ha-Aretz ), to abandon those customs. It included a requirement for a divorce of the 
non-Jewish women they had married.  40   

 The Pharisees and the Essenes, another religious group dedicated to monastic asceti-
cism, blasted hereditary priesthood of the Hasmonean High Priests. They considered 
them dishonest and over-Hellenized, so, at the same time, they relativized the role of 
the Temple, traditionally played in the expression of piety. The  Book of Jubilees  is a clear 
example of the Pharisees’ desire to separate the religious Jews from any Hellenized social 
behavior, considered as unclean. This book emphasizes the divine origin of Mosaic Law 
and some aspects that distinguished Israel from the nations around: circumcision, the 
Sabbath, and dietary laws regarding the purity of certain foods. The Pharisees made 
 Torah  study the center of religious practice rather than sacrifices at the Temple. They also 
placed more emphasis on prayer and blessings. Taking a stand against the exploitation 
of the poor, particularly by the priestly class, the Pharisees injected a dose of democracy 
into religious practice, especially with the recitation at home of the daily prayer “ Shema 
Yisrael ” with the  tefillin .  41   The Pharisaic idea of “democratization” went even further 
by substituting for the sanctity of the Temple the sanctification of the practitioner’s daily 
life, who faithfully obeyed the rules of purity, which made the Jews a holy people, chosen 
by Yahweh.  42   Under Roman occupation, the Pharisees took control of the Sanhedrin, 
the court of Jewish affairs. The Roman occupants had originally been called to intervene 



Judaism 65

in fratricidal struggles between local leaders, but, during the Hasmonean period of 
uncertainty, the priestly Hasmonean party lost the people’s trust. This meant that the 
Pharisees,  Torah  scholars par excellence, occupied the office of  Nasi  or president of the 
Sanhedrin, as, for example, the two great sages—Hillel, just before the Christian era, and 
later Hillel the Elder’s grandson, Gamaliel.  43   

 The destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem in 70, somehow, helped spread the 
Pharisees’ vision of a religious life focused on  Torah  study and its application to the prac-
titioner’s daily life. It was done through interpretations of the law by teachers (Rabbis) 
that finally came to be assembled in writing in the  Mishnah  (the first written collection of 
the laws comprising the oral  Torah ) and the  Gemara , or rabbinical commentaries, both 
forming the  Talmud . After the Temple’s destruction, Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai,  Nasi  of 
the Sanhedrin, obtained that the Sanhedrin be moved to Yavne, a town in Central Israel. 
There, he opened an academy ( yeshiva ) for the study of the  Torah . It was believed the 
transmission of oral teaching had been done without interruption from Moses through 
the prophets and the Great Assembly ( Anshei Knesset ha-Gedolah ), then the School of 
Hillel, and until Yohanan ben Zakkai, right up to Judas the Prince ( Yehudah ha-Nasi ), 
editor of the  Mishnah  around 200  AD.   44   He did not edit the  Mishnah  from scratch, but 
gathered the often conflicting opinions of the learned sages on the applicability of the 
 Torah , from the reign of the Hasmonean dynasty under Simon Maccabeus.  45   Hinged 
mainly on the opinions of the rabbis, the six orders ( sedarim ) of the  Mishnah , like a true 
 Holiness Code , defined the rules ( halachot ) that every fervent Jew must put into daily 
practice in different spheres of activities, from daily prayers to Shabbat and festivals. 
These rules of conduct also applied to agriculture, marriages, divorces, kosher food, and 
the rules of ritual purity (food preparation, personal hygiene, menstrual blood, semen 
emission, etc.).  46   Other rabbinical schools, including the  Amoraim , later commented 
on the often terse sentences of the  Mishnah , to clarify them. These commentaries were 
compiled in the  Talmud .  47   A first version of them ( Gemara ) appeared in Palestine, and 
in the second half of the fourth century, they became part of the  Jerusalem Talmud , 
 Talmud Yerushalmi . Another version of the  Gemara  was completed in Babylon around 
500  AD , and introduced in the  Babylonian Talmud  or  Talmud Bavli . The  Bavli  is deemed 
complete and more authoritative, because its compilation was done over a long time 
by eminent Babylonian rabbinical schools, especially that of Sura.  48   The coexistence of 
the  Mishnah  and the  Gemara  reads like a real contradiction, since commentaries on the 
 Torah  transmitted orally came to be written down. Furthermore, a rabbi of the  Tanna  
school of Rabbi Ishmael ben Elizah mentioned the prohibition to write the  halachot , 
these laws or rules of conduct passed on orally since Moses.  49   As the  Halacha  seeks to 
codify the practitioner’s life in every detail, new questions arose without being necessar-
ily answered by the  Talmud . These situations were the inspiration behind a new literary 
genre, the  responsa  ( teshuvot ), answers by rabbis replying to questions in writing. The 
 Gaonim , learned rabbis who headed the Sura and Pumbedita  Yeshivot  in Babylonia, were 
probably the initiators of the genre in the late sixth century—responding in writing to 
questions contained in letters from their colleagues in Palestine.  50   From the eleventh 
century, rabbis of the Sephardic community (Iberian Peninsula) also became responsible 
for drafting  responsa . They were soon imitated by the Ashkenazi  51   rabbis from Northern 
France and Germany.  52   Following migrations, associated with the expulsion of Jews from 
Spain during the Inquisition of 1492, or due to different religious persecutions in France 
and Germany,  responsa  came then to be written by Eastern European rabbis (Poland, 
Lithuania, etc.). Rabbis from Greece or Turkey and much later from America became 
involved in writing  responsa . Among the rabbis responsible for making decisions, known 
as  poskim , Yosef ben Ephraim Caro (1488–1575) played a central role in rabbinic Judaism 
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because of the authority that was granted to his scholarly compilation of Talmudic litera-
ture, the  Shulhan Aruch . 

 Authority granted to rabbinical opinions defined a form of Judaism, practiced since 
that time until today. Within rabbinic Judaism several trends emerged over the years and 
their differences are often related to the degree of authority given to the  Talmud  and 
 responsa . 

 In the eighteenth century, European Jewry, especially in Germany, provided its own 
contribution to the  Aufkl   ä   rung  (the Enlightenment) with the  Haskalah  movement.  53   It 
was an intellectual movement that sought to empower politically the Jewish population 
from the ghettos to integrate into European society. Thus, the Jewish philosopher Moses 
Mendelssohn (1729–1786) translated the  Torah  into German and tried, in his writings, 
to promote freedom of conscience and defend the rationality of the  Torah  against former 
attacks by Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza (1632–1677).  54   The Enlightenment phi-
losophers wanted to clear humanity of superstitions contained in the revealed religions 
and create a natural religion based on universal spiritual values, accessible by human 
reason. The core values of Judaism, love of God, charity and justice, providence and 
eternal life are accessible through reason and as such there is no need for revelation at 
Mount Sinai, says Mendelssohn. He believed, however, the disclosure of Mosaic Law 
on Mount Sinai was required because the natural religion of the pre-Sinaitic period had 
quickly fallen down into idolatry. The  Torah  became a guide that could capture the 
practitioner’s mind to understand eternal truths recorded from the origin in the human 
heart. The Jewish people had to set an example for nations in search of truth.  55   Although 
Mendelssohn sought to preserve the value of Mosaic Law, his position nevertheless rela-
tivized its importance. Indeed, as necessary as it was at one time, given the circumstances, 
many of the aspects of Mosaic Law could disappear without posing any difficulty in 
another context. Some rabbis were able to pick up this kind of relativistic twist, which 
gave considerable impetus to Reform Judaism. Many reformers then started teaching 
that the legal and ritual aspects contained in the  Talmud  or the  responsa  were histori-
cal expressions of a religion that had to adapt to the times.  56   Rabbi Samuel Holdheim 
(1806–1860) of Frankfurt an-der-Oder went as far as advocating the observance of 
Sabbath on Sunday, as Christians do, and declaring himself in favor of mixed marriages. 
Israel Jacobson (1768–1828) pioneered a revision of the synagogue service by introduc-
ing the organ and songs in German in the first Reform Temple in Seesen, Saxony, in 
1810. The word “synagogue” was abandoned by the reformists. Other Reform temples 
soon appeared in Berlin, Brunschweig, Hamburg, and Breslau (Wroc ł aw in Poland). 
Abraham Geiger (1810–1874), rabbi of Breslau and Berlin’s chief rabbi, called circum-
cision a “barbaric” custom. Reformers often grouped in associations to promote their 
ideas. The  Verein der Reformfreunde  (Union of Friends of the Reform) in Frankfurt-am-
Main, founded in 1842, made a statement of principles by which it rejected the authority 
of the  Talmud , refuted the idea that Jews would all be reunited in Israel with the advent 
of a Messiah. Instead, they promoted a vision whereby the Mosaic religion could grow 
and adapt to the modern world by ridding it of any ethnic or national characteristic. 

 It is a disciple and collaborator of Geiger, Kaufmann Kohler (1843–1926), who gave 
a real boost to the cause of Reform Judaism in America. He became rabbi in New York in 
1885, and convened a meeting in Pittsburgh of all Reform rabbis to adopt the principles 
of Reform Judaism on American soil.  57   Kohler ended his career as president of the first 
Jewish seminary in America, the Hebrew Union College, founded in 1875, in Cincinnati 
by Bohemia-born Rabbi Isaac Meyer Wise. All these new stands did not suit the tradi-
tionalists, and they organized their response. It settled mainly on two fronts: the ortho-
dox and ultraorthodox response on the one hand, and the conservative on the other. 
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Rabbi Moses ben Samuel Sofer (1762–1839) crystallized in one sentence the leitmotif of 
his opponents: “ Hadash asur min ha-Torah ” (the  Torah  does not innovate). 

 Rabbi Samuel Raphael Hirsch (1808–1888) became the leader of the Orthodox 
response when he took the leadership in 1851 of a traditionalist group, the  Israelitische 
Religionsgesellschaft  (Israelite Religious Society) in Frankfurt-am-Main, the Mecca of the 
reform movement. Annoyed by the assimilationist tendencies of the reformers, Hirsch 
launched the slogan of the reformist reply: “ Torah im derech eretz ” ( Torah  and openness 
to the world). Hirsch believed the emancipation of Jews did not require a rejection of 
 Halacha . As much as the practitioner involved himself in society through his work, he 
had to be able to live by the precepts of the Mosaic Law, and at the same time demon-
strate openness to secular culture, which included an emphasis on education embracing 
secular and scientific knowledge ( Torah umadda ). There are several trends in modern 
Orthodox Judaism, but the centrist majority are now living in Europe, the United States, 
and Israel. Under the leadership of Rabbi Zacharias Frankel (1801–1875) of Breslau, 
another traditionalist movement, Conservative Judaism in the United States and Canada, 
known as the Masorti Movement in Israel and other countries, also rose in response to 
the reformers. Frankel took a middle-of-the-road position between traditionalism and 
reformism. He thought that Mosaic Law was revealed by God, and should be retained, 
but accompanied by a more flexible interpretation that would take into account the his-
torical context.  58   Conservative Judaism became mainstream in the United States during 
the twentieth century, through the efforts of Rabbi Sabato Morais (1823–1921) who 
founded the New York Jewish Theological Seminary of America, modeled on the semi-
nary established by Frankel and Rabbi Solomon Schechter (1847–1915), who became 
its president in 1902. 

 Finally, others reacted strongly against the concept of religion adapting to moder-
nity. Those were the ultraorthodox or  Haredim , literally “shakers,” that is to say, fearers 
of God. Members from this group reject modernity, dress in black, apply strict kosher 
dietary laws, and advocate living in isolated neighborhoods, with their own shops and 
services.  Haredi  daily life insists on traditional family values, study of the  Torah  and 
the  Talmud  by men, in a  yeshiva . The rabbis control social life, marked by the absence 
of gender interaction, strict separation of gender roles, and a strict sexual moral code, 
requiring modesty for women, forced to cover their hair. Their rejection of television also 
comes from the fact that it projects a sexually liberated society, a mere opportunity of 
temptation against which the practitioner must be protected. There are several streams 
within the movement whose origins date back to the eighteenth century, in Eastern 
Europe (Poland, Lithuania, Ukraine, and Russia). With the French Revolution began in 
Western Europe a strong movement for the emancipation of Jews, who had been his-
torically deprived of civil rights. During the same period, in Eastern Poland, Lithuania, 
Russia, Belarus and the Ukraine, Jews would be forced to live in small towns ( shtetls ), in 
designated areas of colonization. 

 Jews in Poland had enjoyed a system of royal protection granted in the thirteenth 
century by the duke of Greater Poland ( Wielkopolska ), Boles ł aw the Pious, who guar-
anteed them freedom of religion, movement, and the right to be administered and 
judged according to  Halacha . A local committee consisting of peers ( Kehila ), chosen 
among wealthy merchants and rabbis, preformed these duties.  59   Many Jews were getting 
richer as traders and bankers, which led the Christian majority in some large centers to 
limit their privileges, and confine them to a specific district, as was done in Lublin, or 
exclude them from the city like in Krak ó w (Cracow).  60   Poland became a leading center 
of Talmudic culture, notably in Krak ó w, Lublin, Lw ó w, and Vilnius. Many Jews settled in 
the Ukraine, which then had passed to Poland, but the Ukrainian revolt led by Bogdan 
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Chmielnicki in 1648 led to the massacre of Jews, and the dismantling of some  yeshiva s.  61   
Over 70 percent of Jews in the Polish-Lithuanian Union  62   lived precisely in that part of 
Eastern Europe (the Ukraine, Belarus, and Galicia), typically around the market square 
( Rynek ), in small towns, where they engaged in commerce.  63   Life in the  shtetl  was not 
always synonymous with wealth, and many of these communities became impoverished 
because of the restrictions and persecutions that had escalated from the seventeenth 
century. The  Kehila  held the power of taxation, and often took advantage of the poor. It 
became the potting soil for Hasidism, which started to grow in the eighteenth century.  64   
Hasidic Judaism appeared as a pietistic movement, close to the suffering of poor people 
who could not find solace in the cold and harsh legalism of rabbis and experts in the 
 Talmud . The great initiator of this movement, Israel ben Eliazar (1698–1760), known 
by the Hasidim as Baal Shem Tov (Master of the Holy Name), or just Besht (acronym), 
was born in this region, precisely in Okopy. 

 Acting as a rabbi about the people, he soon entered into direct conflict with  Talmud  
scholars by preaching joyful communion with God ( devekut ), and the primacy of prayer 
over the study of  Torah  and  Talmud . He brought down upon him the wrath of a large 
number of  Talmudists , including the famous Gaon (means pride, a title given to the 
president of a Talmudic academy) of Vilnius, Ben Shlomo Zalman Elyahu Kramer 
(1720–1797). His opponents ( mitnagdim ) accused him, and his successors, among 
them Dov Ber, of relegating  Halacha  to second place. The opponents also disapproved 
of the prominent role played by their charismatic spiritual leader, called  Rebbe  or  Tzadik , 
who had become something of a guru delivering rulings on all things in life, even the 
nonreligious. The Besht drew his inspiration from the Jewish mystical tradition, the 
 Kabbalah . The  Sefer ha-Zohar  (The Book of Splendour), attributed to Moses de Le ó n in 
the thirteenth century, provided a method of exegesis based on a numerological analysis 
of Hebrew characters that would reveal the deep meaning of the  Torah  hidden behind 
the literal text. Hasidism also held its teaching from a sixteenth-century Kabbalist, Rabbi 
Isaac Luria of Safed, in Israel. One of the most influential branches of contemporary 
Hasidism, mostly active in Israel and the United States, but also present in France and 
Canada, the  Chabad Lubavitch  was founded in the eighteenth century by Rabbi Shneur 
Zalman. Among the  Haredim  who are not of Hasidic tradition, the Lithuanian Jews, 
known in Yiddish as  Litvish , exerted an enormous impact on Orthodox Judaism in Israel, 
the United States, and Canada after World War II.  65   As immigrants, they brought the 
tradition of the  yeshiva , especially the  Etz Haim Yeshiva  of Volozhin in Belarus, founded 
by Reb Chaim Volozhiner (1749–1821), a student of the Vilna Gaon. Despite the his-
torical  Litvish  opposition to Hasidim, in practice their differences are not so well marked 
today, both showing immense respect and loyalty for the  Torah,  and careful observance 
of the  mitzvoth . For the Hasidim, there is no conflict between mysticism in the  Kabbalah  
and  Halacha ; the written and oral  Torah  incorporates in a coded language the infinite 
wisdom of God, hidden in the creation since the beginning. To regulate every aspect 
of one’s life by obeying the  mitzvoth  is, therefore, a privileged way bequeathed by God 
to attain wisdom. Rebbe Shneur Zalman in his book  Likutei Amarim , better known as 
 Tanya , is a fine example of halachic exegesis by showing that respect for  kashrut  can be 
a source of elevation to God—as only pure foods defined by the  Torah  hold a spark of 
the divine.  66   

 The concept of Yahweh’s Alliance with Israel and the consequences of the latter’s fail-
ures to remain faithful, which led them to the life of a minority in exile and diaspora, had 
major importance in defining the rules for marriage and sexual life. A lot of the purity 
rules were aimed at the protection of the distinctive character of the chosen people. This 
will be the object of the following section.  
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  Sexuality 
 The  Tanakh  places a great emphasis on sexuality. The Creation accounts reveal that God 
created man in His own image, male and female he created them, and commanded them 
to reproduce.  67   Procreation is part of the  mitzvoth  every loyal Jew must put into practice. 
The authors of the  Tanakh  used the energy of human love as a metaphor for the love of 
Yahweh for his people Israel. They did not hesitate to portray God’s chosen people as a 
prostitute and an adulteress, when they became unfaithful to Him.  68   As noted by David 
Biale, human sexuality plays a vital role in the formation of the national identity of Israel, 
which gradually defined its monotheistic faith in contradistinction to the polytheism 
of neighboring nations. Monotheism is presented as standing in opposition to fertility 
cults, and to all kinds sexual rituals deemed orgiastic.  69   A loving union sanctioned by 
God’s law makes no room for adultery, incest, prostitution, even cultic sex, or bestiality, 
as evidenced by the  Holiness Code  in the  Vayikra .  70   In this code is also found the famous 
injunction to which I shall return later: “You shall not lie down with a male, as with a 
woman: this is an abomination.”  71   Yahweh clearly explained to Moses the context of 
these sexual taboos:

  And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to the children of Israel and say to them: 
I am the Lord, your God. Like the practice of the land of Egypt, in which you dwelled, 
you shall not do, and like the practice of the land of Canaan, to which I am bringing 
you, you shall not do, and you shall not follow their statutes. You shall fulfill My ordi-
nances and observe My statutes, to follow them. I am the Lord, your God.  72     

 Man and woman participate in the completion of His creation through the observance 
of a code of sexual purity; fulfilling their vocation to holiness, becoming the image of 
God: “Therefore, a man shall leave his father and his mother, and cleave to his wife, and 
they shall become one flesh.”  73   The ban of mixed marriage (with non-Jews), which dated 
probably from the time of Ezra, only strengthened the relationship between sexuality, 
fertility, and national identity.  74   This ban had nothing to do with any ritual impurity in 
other nations, but was probably based on fear of close social relations, and of ties with 
polytheistic nations, which would have inevitably led Israel into apostasy and idolatry:

  You shall not intermarry with them; you shall not give your daughter to his son, and 
you shall not take his daughter for your son. For he will turn away your son from fol-
lowing Me, and they will worship the gods of others, and the wrath of the Lord will be 
kindled against you, and He will quickly destroy you.  75     

 To this prohibition was added, probably during the Roman occupation, the rule of matri-
lineal descent: the mother provides for the transmission of Jewish identity.  76   

 Sexual desire and sexual satisfaction were considered positively by ancient and rab-
binic Judaism when they spoke in the context of marriage as a means of sanctification.  77   
Talmudic literature showed an appreciable openness to pleasure between married part-
ners, in all its forms. Thus, the learned sages of the  Talmud  rejected the opinion of Rabbi 
Yohanan ben Dahabai, who had claimed that oral sex caused dumbness in the newborn, 
while sodomy caused lameness. On the contrary, the learned rabbis did not preclude 
any form of sexual intimacy between husband and wife.  78   Maimonides adopted the same 
approach, but added a restriction, also found in the  Talmud : if possible avoid any spill-
age of semen: “A man’s wife is permitted to him. Therefore a man may do whatever he 
desires with his wife. He may engage in relations whenever he desires, kiss any organ 
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he desires, engage in vaginal or anal intercourse or engage in physical intimacy without 
relations, provided he does not release seed in vain.”  79   The pietistic Ashkenaz Rabbi 
Eleazar of Worms (1176–1238) considered sexual pleasure and sexual arousal by various 
caresses as a means to enhance intimacy and love between the couple, and thereby avoid 
the temptation of adultery.  80   His master, Yehudah the Pious of Regensberg (d. 1217), 
insisted, in the  Sefer Hasidim , on how women should dress to stimulate their husband, 
who may come with the force of an arrow.  81   However, rabbinic Judaism demonstrated 
much more ambivalence about sexual desire than in biblical times. The sages of the 
 Babylonian Talmud  offered a perspective that placed pleasure at the very center of sex 
relations, and refused to make it an accessory necessity brought about by the need to 
procreate. Thus, the sages criticized the views of a Palestinian rabbi of the third century, 
Shimon Ben Lakish, who expressed his gratitude to his forefathers whom he thanked 
for having committed the offense that brought him into existence.  82   That is at least 
how he legitimized sexual relations between spouses. In the Middle Ages, Maimonides, 
for whom procreation was the legitimate purpose of sexual activity, showed the same 
ambivalence vis- à -vis sexual pleasure: “Nevertheless, it is pious conduct for a person 
not to act frivolously concerning such matters and to sanctify himself at the time of 
relations, as explained in  Hilchot Deot . He should not depart from the ordinary pattern 
of the world. For this act was [given to us] solely for the sake of procreation.”  83   He 
argued that circumcision was meant to mutilate the male sexual organ, so as to reduce 
the intensity of the pleasure felt.  84   This idea went back to Philo of Alexandria, who also 
saw in it a form of regulation of pleasure.  85   In fact, several authors agree that Judaism 
was influenced by Hellenistic Platonic currents marked by body/mind dualism, as well 
as Aristotelian or Stoic ideas about moderation (Greek:  sophrosune   σωφροσύνη ) in the 
use of body pleasures, or control through discipline (Greek:  enkrateia  ἐ γκράτεια ) of 
the body. 

 At the turn of the Christian era, several texts associated sexual asceticism with suc-
cess in philosophical or spiritual quests. Many of these texts displayed apocalyptic tones, 
suggesting that the Jewish ascetic movement originated in the sufferings during the 
Babylonian Exile, the need to cleanse, to atone for the sins that caused two Temple 
destructions and prepare the coming of a better world.  86   Among these writings, the 
 Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs , the  Book of Jubilees , the  Wisdom of Ben Sira , and the 
 Psalms of Solomon  contained many warnings against the dangers associated with women, 
hence the need to stay away from them.  87   The idea of     self-control, of regulating one’s 
inclinations and one’s sexual drives goes back to the practice of sexual abstinence and cel-
ibacy among some Jewish and Christians groups.  88   Several church fathers, like Clement 
of Alexandria, preached to strive for moderation in sexual relations, which had only one 
acceptable justification, procreation.  89   However, Origen did not hesitate to assert the 
superiority of celibacy over marriage, in matters of reaching for spiritual goods.  90   Among 
the most ardent defenders of marriage, St. John Chrysostom believed that the Apostle 
Paul (1 Cor. 7) made a concession to marriage because of the weakness of the flesh, 
without detracting from the superiority of celibacy, as exemplified by Jesus’s life.  91   St. 
Augustine said it was better not to seek progeny and not to marry in order to submit to 
the only spouse, Christ.  92   Celibacy is often interpreted, in particular from the saying of 
the Pauline Epistle to the Galatians (3:28) as a kind of mental castration, abolishing any 
difference between the masculine and the feminine in order to enter the Kingdom of 
God.  93   If we are to believe the historian Eusebius of Caesarea, Origen had even taken the 
words of the Gospel of Matthew (19:12) literally, which speaks of those who voluntarily 
became eunuchs for the Kingdom.  94   Voluntary castration does not seem to have had 
much influence among Jews, even if it seems to have existed.  95   
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 Greco-Roman culture and customs from the early centuries exerted a certain fascina-
tion and influence on Talmudic literature–which is the reason why a commitment to 
restrain carnal pleasures is present. I will return to this later. However, the sages of the 
 Talmud , in no way waived the duty of procreation or even the pleasures that accompany it. 
Thus, even Rabbi Azzai who seemed to have remained single all his life still endorsed the 
reproaches made against him by Rabbi Eleazer ben Azariah, who made the accusation of 
murder against the person who refused to procreate and reproduce the image of God.  96   
Ben Azzai tried to defend himself by claiming his tremendous love for  Torah  study, a kind 
of sublimation of his erotic feelings.  97   The rabbis rejected his opinion, which suggested 
an unheard of alternative: a celibate clergy, alongside laity, who is left with the burden 
of child bearing. They all took the opposing side advocating marriage and procreation, 
and did not hesitate to justify their stance by attacking the hypocritical practice of clerical 
celibacy, which often opened the door to various licenses.  98   The rabbis’ will not to give 
up the joy of sex may explain the dismissive attitude of some church fathers toward Jews. 
John Chrysostom began his  De Virginitate  saying that Jews despised the radiance and 
worth of virginity.  99   Daniel Boyarin uses St. Augustine’s charge, who believed that Jews 
were incapable of contemplating the spiritual reality of Israel, to highlight the rabbinic 
view of the body and sexuality. The rabbinic stand specifically rejected the mind/body 
dualism, which, otherwise, persuaded church fathers to bring in opposition spiritual and 
carnal realities.  100   

 Rabbinical anthropology conceived the body and sexuality in a positive way, but not 
without displaying, at the same time, some suspicion of sexual desire, called  yetser ha-ra , 
or the evil inclination. Being all that is both required and good–it is the source of our 
existence–it can, if not moderated in any way, cause a person to sink into moral decay. 
The  Babylonian Talmud  tells the story of people who begged the Lord to rid them of 
evil desires, which had already led Israel to its loss through the practice of idolatrous 
worship. Yahweh warned against the elimination of sexual desire, which would then 
cause the end of the world.  101   The prudery and inhibition of one of the great  Tannaim  
sages, Rabbi Eleazar, regarding the sexual act is an excellent example of this kind of 
hesitant anthropology. Thus, Eleazar would make love to his wife in the dark at mid-
night, the two keeping almost all their clothes on.  102   According to Boyarin, there is no 
overall discourse policing the couple’s sexual practices, but the sages of the  Talmud , 
first and foremost, sought with their restrictions or reservations to protect marital inti-
macy, affection, and reciprocity in love plays. Thus, the learned men accepted all kinds 
of practices in bed, between husband and wife, even if nonprocreative, but they judged 
with severity the husband who fantasized about another woman during a sexual relation 
with his spouse.  103   R. Johanan said: “A man may do whatever he pleases with his wife 
[at intercourse]: A parable; Meat which comes from the abattoir, may be eaten salted, 
roasted, cooked or seethed; so with fish from the fishmonger.”  104   The rabbis’ position 
may seem akin to the theological stiffening of the church fathers, but it differs slightly 
in that sexual desire and the act itself have nothing to do with a shameful sin. And 
nothing to do with Augustine’s view, for example, who thought that marital sexual rela-
tions should remain hidden because they express a guilty pleasure, the same guilt that 
led Adam and Eve to cover their nakedness.  105   Contrary to this perception of sexuality 
linked to an original sin, the rabbis picture Adam and Eve having sex in Eden, before 
being evicted.  106   Ritual baths ( mikvaot ) after menstruation, or after the emission of 
semen ( keri ), as well as a ban on having sex for seven days after menstruation ( niddah ) 
are still practiced today but mostly by traditionalists. Their origin probably goes back to 
the rules on the pure and the impure, as recorded by the  Priestly Code  of  Leviticus .  107   
These body cleansing rituals, as well as dietary laws, or other practices of hygiene, have 
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nothing to do with a negative view of the body and sexuality, but profess purity require-
ments to worship Yahweh.  108   

 The rabbis of Babylon had fewer reservations toward sexuality than their counterparts 
in Palestine, and formulated the opinion that if the man forces his wife to have sex with 
her clothes on, she can apply for a divorce.  109   However, the sages of the  Babylonian 
Talmud , like the rabbis of Palestine, believed that men had a stronger libido than women, 
as is evidenced noticeably during erection and, for that reason, must be controlled.  110   
Study of the  Torah  is an effective remedy to fight against the excesses of sexual desire.  111   
For the Babylonian sages, sexuality is a basic need that requires satisfaction in marriage. 
If it is frustrated, it will interfere with studying the  Torah . For the Palestinian rabbis, 
marriage can be delayed without question, something that is even advisable since the 
bonds of marriage may interfere with the study. The Palestinian solution can call to 
mind the Hindu theory of the stages of life. The call to study the  Torah  was, nonethe-
less, strong enough so that Babylonian students were allowed to reside, once married, 
for long periods, outside of their home in order to devote themselves body and soul to 
study.  112   Among the Hasidim, many also see sexuality competing with the study of the 
 Torah . Rabbi Menachem Nachum Twerksy from Chernobyl (1730–1797) and Rabbi 
Menachem Mendel Morgensztern from Kock (1787–1859) required newly married 
young men to go immediately to a  yeshiva , and immerse in study with the  tzadik  to calm 
their sexual appetite.  113   Despite the more lenient position of the founder of Hasidism, 
the Baal Shem Tov, his disciples, Rabbi Dov Baer Mezeritch (1704–1772) and Rabbi 
Nachman of Breslov (1772–1810), preached the superseding of passion and pleasure 
during intercourse by giving precedence to the love of God.  114   Hasidic thought on sexu-
ality found its inspiration in  Kabbalist  or mystical literature, which imagined human 
sexuality without desire or pleasure. It was this kind of sexual experience they thought 
Adam and Eve had enjoyed before eating the forbidden fruit.  115   

 The rabbinic discussions on masturbation or involuntary emissions of semen rein-
force the idea of     distrust against the male sex drive. Thus, the  Mishnah  made no case 
of women who touched their genitals to see if they were menstruating, but refused the 
same privilege to the man who wanted to check if there had been emission of semen for 
fear of a possible erection.  116   The  Torah  itself does not speak directly about masturbation, 
but tradition linked its prohibition to the story of Onan ( Bereshit  38: 10) who spilled on 
the ground the seed of life in coitus interruptus.  117   Opinions differ on the gravity of the 
offense, and whether it is attributed to unintentional emission of semen or if caused by 
masturbation. As noted by David Biale, the sanction of a ritual bath is much lighter than 
the penalties mentioned in the Christian Penitential literature of the Middle Ages.  118   
He argues that the Kabbalists and the  Sefer Zohar , as well as the popular codification of 
 Halacha —the  Shulhan Aruch  of Rabbi Yosef Caro (1488–1575)—considered masturba-
tion as a major sin, equivalent to infanticide, while the Ashkenazim, Yehudah Hasid, for 
example, allow masturbation in some cases, when the sexual drive becomes unmanage-
able.  119   The judgments of Kabbalists on masturbation, and involuntary nocturnal emis-
sions of sperm, are sometimes extremely harsh. For example, the Kabbalist Rabbi Moshe 
ben Elijahu Vidas (1518–1592) classified it an unforgivable sin. The Jewish People of 
Eastern Europe also adopted the  Kabbalist  hard line in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries.  120   The founder of the  Chabad-Lubavitch  Movement, Rabbi Shneur Zalman, 
considered it a terrible sin because the seed was left to the forces of evil.  121   The Orthodox 
Jews of today who rely most often on the  Shulhan Aruch  continue to assess masturba-
tion and nocturnal emissions harshly, and they must necessarily be followed by a ritual 
bath. Reformers themselves tend to regard masturbation as morally neutral and without 
consequence for the person.  122   
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 The openness of rabbinic literature vis- à -vis marital sexuality, the duty of achiev-
ing reciprocal sexual pleasure, and the quest for an atmosphere of intimacy in sexual 
marital encounters, as well as the obligation for the husband to sexually satisfy his wife 
( onah )  123  —all of that might suggest a form of equality between the sexes. In fact, the 
reality is quite different. Rabbinic literature, an all-male enterprise, presents female 
libido as an untameable force. Mastering sexual desire requires psychological and moral 
strength of which only men are capable.  124   Satlow demonstrated, with the help of rab-
binic literature, that a Jewish masculinity model developed from men’s ability to control 
their libido, in contrast to women and Gentiles. The control of the libido gains them the 
exclusive right to devote their time studying the  Torah . Men must protect themselves 
against the female libido, which could jeopardize their quest for wisdom and holiness, 
just like the sages of Hinduism.  125   This threat imposes certain rules of decency in the 
presence of women. 

 According to Rabbi Schmuel Ben Unya, a woman has no real existence until she 
unites with a husband who then transforms the shapeless mass into a usable vase.  126   
The feminine world of rabbinic Judaism was essentially confined to domesticity, which 
allowed men to concentrate fully on prayer and study. The  Babylonian Talmud  reports 
the story of Rachel, a woman from a wealthy family who married a poor shepherd. She 
allowed her husband, Akiva, to be absent for 24 years to study the  Torah . He came back 
home, one day, with a multitude of followers, and while they tried to prevent Rachel 
from approaching the master, he shouted at them to let her pass because, without her 
hard work, he could never have achieved such popularity.  127   As so aptly pointed out 
by Daniel Boyarin, the masculine model found in rabbinic Judaism goes against the 
grain of the dominant macho culture, both at the time of the Roman Empire and at 
the later time of the European Orthodox Jews: the pious Jew, reserved, studious, and 
nonviolent, quite unlike the prevalent figure of the warrior, or the knight. To illustrate 
his point of view, Boyarin used a section of the  Babylonian Talmud  narrating Rabbi 
Yohanan’s encounter with Shimon Ben Lakish.  128   The narrator lingered on a description 
of Yohanan’s androgynous physical beauty.  129   The young, beardless rabbi appeared to 
have seduced Ben Lakish, a man armed with a spear. Expecting to be in the presence of 
a woman on the bank of the River Jordan, Ben Lakish promptly took off his clothes, and 
naked, began to chase Yohanan who was swimming. Rabbi Yohanan then invited Ben 
Lakish to put his physical strength, his manhood, in the service of the  Torah . He taught 
him the  Torah  and the  Mishnah , and offered him his sister in marriage, if he renounced 
the use of weapons. This vision has shaped Talmudic Jewish European culture in such a 
manner that Jewish gender roles came to the opposite of what they were in the dominant 
culture. Here, men retreat into the private sphere of the  yeshiva  to study the  Torah , while 
women invest the public space with their work force, often operating some small business 
to look after the material needs of the family.  130   In Antiquity and European history, anti-
Semitic slander has often taken the shape of accusing Jewish men of their unmanly, if not 
effeminate, manners.  131   Jewish women are in turn attracted to the piety, studious char-
acter, patience, and gentleness of men with long side curls in the  yeshiva .  132   Nineteenth-
century emancipation brought along changes to traditional gender normativity, as the 
European bourgeois model extended its influence over the Jewish communities. Thus, 
many women, as it was the fashion in the dominant culture, left the labor market to 
enter the domestic sphere and engage in charitable or philanthropic activities.  133   With 
their more liberal attitude vis- à -vis the  Halacha , European and American movements, 
Reform and Conservative, fought against the idea of pervasive subordination of women 
in  Halacha , and its traditional interpretation throughout the ages.  134   In the 1970s, they 
pushed further the idea of     recognizing gender equality, including women’s right to the 
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rabbinate.  135   In Orthodox Judaism, despite some claims for equality, women must still 
show respect and total dedication to their husbands, as stated by Maimonides.  136   

 In short, Judaism displays a fairly positive attitude regarding sexual pleasure, which 
can be lawfully expressed within heterosexual marriage. The duty of procreation is a com-
mandment from God that no Jew can ignore. Therefore, the regulation of sexuality has 
almost never taken the path of celibacy or virginity.  

  Homosexuality 
 The sanctity of marriage as an expression for Yahweh’s jealous love for Israel, and the 
duty to procreate to continue God’s creation, leave little room for the expression of 
sexuality outside marriage, and even less room for same-sex practices. Not surprising to 
find in the  Holiness Code  the prohibition of sex acts such as adultery, bestiality, incest, 
or homosexuality—associated with fertility cults practiced by the Canaanites or the 
Egyptians.  137   Compliance with this code preserves Israel from defilement and allows its 
people to devote entirely to their Lord. Among these prohibitions, one reads: “You shall 
not lie down with a male, as with a woman: this is an abomination ( toevah ),”  138   and “a 
man who lies with a male as one would with a woman both of them have committed an 
abomination; they shall surely be put to death; their blood is upon themselves.”  139   Why 
wonder about the response of the sages of the  Babylonian Talmud  who replied to Rabbi 
Yehudah (second century), saying there was no danger in two men sharing the same bed 
since Jews do not engage in homosexual relations?  140   For the drafters of the  Holiness 
Code , who sought to establish a code of conduct for the Jewish minority in the land of 
Canaan, after their exile in Babylon, sex between two men was a matter for the  goyim , 
the unclean nations. Curiously, it did not stop the rabbinic tradition to include unlawful 
sexual relations among the seven Laws of Noah observed by all humanity, while only 
Jews were required to follow the Mosaic Law in full.  141   In the Middle Ages, Maimonides 
condemned the two partners, inserter and insertee, engaged in homosexual anal penetra-
tion, although little concern was expressed about the possible dangers of homosexual 
practices within the Jewish community.  142   

 The context of the  Holiness Code , the language in use,  143   the nature of certain taboos, 
such as prohibiting sex during menstruation or sacrifices of children—everything points 
to the importance of ritual purity, in the context of worship. Some writers want to see 
the ban on homosexual relations contained in the code as a reference to cultic prostitu-
tion, practiced by other nations of the Ancient Near East.  144   The Deuteronomic Code 
suggests this connection when it forbids a “[sacred] prostitute ( qedesha ) of the daugh-
ters of Israel” or a “[sacred] male prostitute ( qadesh ) among the son of Israel” because 
“both are abominations to the Lord.”  145   It may be that the drafters of the  Holiness 
Code  had knowledge of the sacred prostitutes ( assinu )  146   assigned to the worship of the 
Assyrian-Babylonian goddess Ishtar, the hermaphrodite goddess of love and war. These 
temple prostitutes revealed an androgynous look to express their affiliation with Ishtar, 
who embodied both the masculine and feminine. No doubt, these  assinu  were a distinct 
group, a kind of third sex similar to the  hijra s of India, albeit the exact nature of their 
sexual transformation remains unknown. Were they eunuchs, transvestites, or hermaph-
rodites? Whatever the exact nature of their sexual variance, the men in all likelihood had 
sexual relations with them, by way of anal penetration, in order to get closer to Ishtar 
herself.  147   The existence of cultic prostitution in Israel involving male homosexual rela-
tions cannot be argued with certainty. Indeed, texts revealing the existence of pre-exilic 
 qedeshim  (plural of  qadesh ) date from a later period, and may have been influenced by the 
purity standards of the  Holiness Code . None of these texts do link the  qedeshim  to special 
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sexual behavior.  148   There is no convincing evidence to link the ban on homosexual rela-
tions discussed in the  Holiness Code  to the  qedeshim . A more reasonable explanation lies 
perhaps in the text of Leviticus itself. The words “You shall not lie with a man as one 
lies with a woman” seems to point to anal penetration, indicating that this sexual act 
matches vaginal penetration.  149   The first prohibition ( Vayikra  18: 22) seems to consider 
the inserter as the unique culprit, while the second ( Vayikra  20: 13) makes both agents 
punishable by death. In practice, no evidence exists concerning the use of such punish-
ment for cases of sodomy, even after the destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem, because 
the Jewish courts had no jurisdiction to impose the death penalty.  150   

 The question of the guilt of the inserter or the insertee becomes of less interest when 
one views the offense as having to do with defiance of gender roles. The inserter forces 
the passive partner to play the role of a woman, one who is penetrated. It is this “femi-
nine” receptivity, which initially exonerated the insertee, while the inserter was solely 
responsible for the offense, as he was perceived as the unique agent.  151   In this context, 
the  Holiness Code  possibly aimed at maintaining a strict code regarding gender iden-
tity by banning all forms of ambiguity. This could explain why the code of purity then 
banned not only homosexual anal penetration but also castration, and transvestism too, 
because the boundaries between the masculine and the feminine were crossed.  152   It must 
be said that Israel shared with other peoples of the Ancient Near East a concept of sexual-
ity where the male partner is the active partner, and the female the passive partner. Thus, 
from the first millennium  BC , an Akkadian book of omens, the  Shumma Alu , spoke of a 
man who repeatedly allowed a woman to hold his penis in her hand, or had sexual inter-
course in a supine position. He was doomed to lose his manhood, and the gods stopped 
lending an ear to his prayers.  153   In this same collection, as well as in Assyrian-Babylonian 
laws dating back to approximately the same period, anal penetration of a male by a peer 
was judged as a transgression of the masculine role. The insertee lost his status within 
the male population, which did, in fact, hold power in society.  154   In deciding to punish 
both—insertee and inserter—without any distinction based on social status, the  Holiness 
Code , however, differed from Assyrian-Babylonian laws. These did punish but the person 
who raped a peer, but saw no fault when a man sodomized the enemy. The fact that 
the  Holiness Code  seems more inclusive probably comes from its authors, who wanted 
to sever Israel from the neighboring customs considered impure—more distinctly that 
which consisted in marking one’s superiority over the enemy through anal penetration. 
Nothing in the  Holiness Code  indicates that the ban on homosexual anal penetration was 
due to its nonprocreative nature, although some authors propose an explanation along 
these lines.  155   However, this tread of interpretation did not captivate Hellenistic Judaism 
and Rabbinic Judaism. Only Philo of Alexandria did attack men who wasted their seed by 
penetrating young males.  156   Flavius Josephus, influenced by the Greco-Roman context 
of his times, commonly attacked effeminate men who made use of perfume, makeup, and 
like women, became sexual objects for men to satisfy their sexual urge.  157   In Hellenistic 
Judaism, the focus was increasingly drawn on the feminization of the insertee, in Greco-
Roman pederasty.  158   Also in the  Sifra , a halachic  Midrash  on  Leviticus  from the third cen-
tury  AD , Rabbi Akiva sought to stigmatize the passive partner along with the active.  159   

 In summary, the  Holiness Code  gives rise to different interpretations, but one thing 
is beyond doubt: the taboo of homosexual sodomy was used to distinguish Israel from 
the nations that surrounded it, whatever the reason—waste of semen, the humiliation of 
the passive partner, or the prohibition against gender reversal. It may well be these three 
reasons that drove the  Torah  codifiers and later the rabbis to prohibit anal sex between 
men strongly. The inclusive nature of the Jewish prohibition against insertees—a some-
what different viewpoint from that of the Sumerian, Babylonian, and Greco-Roman 
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civilizations, where the inserter is subject to no fault when the insertee’s social status 
is lower—gives full weight to the theory that sees gender ambiguity as the heart of the 
matter. Be it sodomy, bestiality, or transvestism, all these practices had to be forbidden, 
as well as other kinds of adulteration. For example, in the case of dietary laws, meat and 
dairy products must not come into contact, or other unacceptable combinations in agri-
culture or in clothing should be discarded.  160   

 Another passage from the  Torah  has kept alive through the ages the stigma on homo-
sexuality: the story of the destruction of Sodom in  Bereshit  (Gen. 19). Two divine emis-
saries went to Sodom to verify if the people of this city had sinned, and deserved Yahweh’s 
judgment. They met at the city gate. Lot, Abraham’s nephew, took them home to spend 
the night. Some male citizens came to Lot’s door asking him to let the foreigners go, so 
they could abuse the foreigners sexually.  161   Lot begged them to spare the foreigners, and 
offered them his daughters in exchange. The men of Sodom refused, and attacked Lot, 
whom the messengers saved in extremis. They asked Lot to flee the city, which was then 
destroyed by Yahweh’s wrath. At first, the Sodomites’ xenophobia, not the sexual nature 
of the sin, did retain the attention of future generations. Thus, when the prophets Isaiah 
and Ezekiel mentioned the sin of Sodom, they spoke about the pride of Sodom, the 
presumptuousness of its people who failed to rescue the unfortunate and poor, without 
any reference to a sexual sin.  162   Sexual motivation for the sin of Sodom is uncommon 
in the New Testament, which uses the punishment of Sodom as a leitmotif for the Last 
Judgment. Thus, the Gospel of Matthew alludes to the story to warn the apostles against 
persecution and against rejection of Jesus’s message.  163   

 Sexual misconduct alleged against the inhabitants of Sodom was largely developed 
and put in the foreground by the extracanonical writings within Hellenistic Judaism. 
Several books, Hellenistic in spirit, for instance, the  Testament of Levi  or the  Wisdom 
of Solomon , linked the destruction of Sodom to all sorts of sexual immorality (Greek: 
 porneia ), mostly heterosexual, resulting from idolatrous practices.  164   Probably the most 
interesting text for the topic, the  Testament of Naphtali , mentioned that the inhabitants 
of Sodom had changed the order of nature, like the heavenly creatures that copulated 
with women and caused the flood.  165   According to the author of this text, the sun and 
the moon followed the course that had been set by the Creator, but the heathens did 
not recognize the author of all things, and perverted the natural order by worshipping 
stones and poles, thus resembling the inhabitants of Sodom, or the heavenly creatures 
that had sex with the daughters of human creatures.  166   Flavius Josephus and Philo of 
Alexandria further developed the idea that the acts the Sodomites wanted to accomplish 
were “against nature” (Greek:  παρά   φύσιν ,  para physin ). In doing so, they, at the same 
time, transposed into the biblical narratives their own knowledge of Hellenistic society 
by assimilating the inhabitants of Sodom to men having sex with men.  167   Even for these 
two authors, the sexual aspect of the alleged misconduct by the inhabitants of Sodom 
is not paramount in that their disordered sexuality is a reflection of a more grievous sin: 
inhospitality toward a foreigner in need, and an egoistic lifestyle based on material wealth 
and sensuality.  168   

 Rabbinic writings essentially repeat the same idea: the sexual facet of the sin is not 
the main reason for the destruction of Sodom, but rather the lack of compassion toward 
others is clearly evidenced by the  Talmud  and the  Bereshit Rabbah .  169   The sages of the 
 Talmud  never interpreted the sexual desires of the men of Sodom as same-sex oriented. 
They saw it as a case of lust for the neighbor’s wife. 

 Despite the harsh judgments on homosexual anal penetration contained in the  Holiness 
Code  and some interpretations of the destruction of Sodom, homoeroticism is not totally 
absent from the Hebrew Bible or rabbinic writings. The meeting and friendship between 
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Shimon Ben Lakish and Rabbi Yohanan in the  Talmud  are an example of the learned 
rabbis’ general ease regarding male friendships. The story of the passionate relationship 
between David and Jonathan deserves more attention.  170   While King Saul sought to 
destroy his rival David out of jealousy, the king’s son, Jonathan, tried to save his friend 
to whom he had sworn undying allegiance. King Saul saw this loyal friendship as an 
affront and a disgrace to the family. The  Tanakh  does not mention any sexual contact 
between David and Jonathan, but it leaves much room for tenderness in the expression 
of the bond existing between them. When they had to part—because David had to flee 
Saul’s furor—the two kissed and cried profusely.  171   Ultimately Jonathan’s death on the 
battlefield will have David say: “I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan, you were 
very pleasant to me. Your love was more wonderful to me than the love of women!”  172   
Some authors have read in the verse homosexual overtones; others see it as only express-
ing a beautiful and loyal friendship, with no sexual component.  173   Without opting for 
either reading, the language used by the authors of this story, who probably were con-
temporary with the  Holiness Code , showed no restriction about expressing sensuality 
in this relationship.  174   Several authors highlight the similarities found in the ambigu-
ous poetic expression of their love relationship and that between the mythical heroes of 
ancient Mesopotamia, Gilgamesh, and Enkidu. In both cases, it is possible that the coded 
language of loyalty between warriors poetically expressed same-sex attraction.  175   Both 
pairs were bound by a pact of friendship, and the Sumerian King of Uruk, Gilgamesh, 
mourned the tragic ending in the death of his friend Enkidu, as would later the future 
King David for his friend Jonathan. The dream of Gilgamesh is a striking example of 
homoerotic poetry. He dreams of a “hatchet” that attracts the attention of the people of 
Uruk. Gilgamesh cajoles it as a wife and places it at his mother’s feet who treats it as an 
equal or brother to her son: 

 The mother of Gilgamesh, the wise, all-knowing, said to her son; 
 Rimat-Ninsun, the wise, all-knowing, said to Gilgamesh:
   “The axe that you saw (is) a man. 
  . . . (that) you love him and embrace as a wife, 
 but (that) I have compete with you. 
 There will come to you a mighty man, 
 a comrade who saves his friend–– 
 he is the mightiest in the land, he is strongest, 
 he is as mighty as the meteorite(!) of Anu!”   

 Gilgamesh spoke to his mother saying: “By the command of Enlil, the Great Counselor, 
so may it to pass! / May I have a friend and adviser, a friend and adviser may I have! 
/ You have interpreted for me the dreams about him!” After the harlot recounted the 
dreams of Gilgamesh to Enkidu the two of them made love.  176   In the Middle Ages, 
many Sephardic poets of Andalusia, such as Ibn Gabirol, Yehuda Halevi, or Moshe Ibn 
Ezra, composed poems in which they expressed their appreciation for handsome young 
men they affectionately called “gazelle” (Hebrew  sevi )—as in Arabo-Andalusian odes of 
the time, sometimes inspired by the love of David and Jonathan.  177   These poets did not 
endure any criticism from rabbis and medieval Christian theologians who, like their pre-
decessors, severely judged sexual contacts between two males.  178   Maimonides, the com-
mentator  Rashi , the  Tosafot  [ Supplements , medieval Talmudic commentaries], the  Sefer 
ha-Hinnuk  [ Book on Education ] (thirteenth century), all condemn homosexual relations 
because they waste seed, affect the stability of family, or pursue egoistic pleasures.  179   It 
remains difficult to provide a comprehensive answer to this paradox. Similar language, 
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strongly suffused with eroticism, was also used in the nineteenth century to describe male 
camaraderie in the  yeshivot  run by the  maskilim  of Eastern Europe, or to characterize the 
affection for the charismatic religious figure of the  tzadik , in the Hasidic movement.  180   It 
is reasonable to say that male friendship, even when eroticized, was experienced through 
these different periods and experiences as a path to spiritual realization. Expressing one’s 
feeling and attraction for a male companion did not pose a problem in itself, provided 
it did not involve any violation of gender roles, including anal penetration or cross-
dressing. 

 Before addressing the current vision of Judaism on homosexuality let us sum up what 
has been said so far. In the  Tanakh , references to sex between male partners are infre-
quent, and describe exceptional situations, such as gang rape or male prostitution asso-
ciated with pagan worship. It never showcases persons who have a sexual preference 
for persons of their sex, and who engage in consensual sex. If these things existed, the 
 Talmud  and its commentators thought that they belonged to foreigners and non-Jews. 

 The rabbis and Talmudic literature enforced the ban on homosexual relations con-
tained in the  Holiness Code  to protect family by banning all forms of waste of sperm, 
and by maintaining strict boundaries between male and female roles. Rabbi Ben Eleazar 
(1036–1108) summarized his understanding of the offense or abomination ( toeva ) 
described in the Code: the impossibility of having children.  181   This line of argument 
also appears at the forefront in contemporary Orthodox Judaism. Thus, Rabbi Baruch 
Epstein (1860–1941) said that homosexual acts are an abomination because they do not 
follow what nature dictates by the mere anatomy of the genitalia which were designed 
for the purpose of generation.  182   Some Orthodox rabbis, Norman Lamm, for example, 
adopt the following position:  Halacha  condemns homosexual acts in the same way it 
condemns bestiality and incest because human nature abhors these acts. However, no 
doubt influenced by scientific research on sexual orientation and the decision of the 
American Psychiatric Society in 1973 to no longer consider homosexuality as pathologi-
cal, Lamm said he would condemn the act, and not the person who did not choose to 
be homosexual.  183   Rabbi Moshe Feinstein (1895–1986), a respected authority in the 
Orthodox world on the interpretation of  Halacha , seems to have adopted a less forgiving 
attitude toward homosexuals. He encouraged them to ponder the seriousness of their 
misconduct, which goes against the order established by God, and is an act of rebellion 
against God.  184   For Feinstein, nobody should even question the reasons that make it an 
abomination, so repugnant this type of violation is to humans.  185   Rabbi Barry Freundel 
from Washington goes even further by denying any truth to the concept of sexual orien-
tation, and having the male person who has sex with another male responsible for wrong-
doing in the eyes of  Halacha .  186   The discourse of the Orthodox Rabbinical Council of 
France uses in substance the same language as the one held by American rabbis. Joseph 
Sitruk, the grand rabbi of France until 2008, describes the sin or abomination ( toeva ) in 
the following way: “Accepting that couples may be formed otherwise than in the marital 
bond between a man and a woman goes against the natural equilibrium established by 
God. Under the guise of democracy, our society tends to legislate according to changing 
mores. [ . . . ] When man interferes with nature, he offends God, and destroys himself.”  187   
Richard Wertenschlag, the grand rabbi of Lyon, ferociously attacked gay civil marriage 
by comparing homosexuality to pedophilia and bestiality, both being contrary to the 
codes of conduct established by God.  188   Chief Rabbi Michel Gugenheim, director of 
the Jewish Seminary of France, conceives of homosexuality as an evil inclination ( yester 
ha-rah ), which differs from the concept of sexual orientation, and against which the indi-
vidual must struggle with the support of the community.  189   In Canada, the ultra-Ortho-
dox Agudath Israel Movement in Toronto (partly Hasidim), the Mizrachi Movement 



Judaism 79

of Canada, the Orthodox Union of Canada, the Vaad HaRabbonim of Toronto and 
Montreal, and the Chief Rabbinate of Quebec have coalesced to oppose the legal recog-
nition of marriages between persons of the same sex.  190   Steven Greenberg, an Orthodox 
Rabbi, expressed a dissenting voice in 1993 when he published in the magazine  Tikkun  
an article entitled “Gayness and God, Wrestling of a Gay Orthodox Rabbi,” under the 
pseudonym of Rabbi Yaakov Levado. The article recounts the sufferings of the author 
in an Israelite community and his meeting with Rabbi Yosef Sholom Eliashiv, a highly 
regarded  Haredi  authority on  Halacha . Levado (Greenberg) reportedly told him to be 
sexually attracted to both women and men, to which the learned teacher said he there-
upon held a dual capacity for love, nothing more. Since 1999, Greenberg has come out 
of the closet and has argued for a renewed reading of the  Halacha  that would accommo-
date gays. His latest book, W restling with God and Men , published in 2004, makes a dar-
ing exegesis of  Leviticus . He expounds that the abomination resulting from anal sex lies 
in the fact that one partner is treated as a woman, a transgression of boundaries between 
the masculine and the feminine. To explain the gender confusion, Greenberg makes 
a parallel, inspired by the Maharal of Prague (1526–1609) and contemporary ethicist 
Jeffrey Stout, between cannibalism, bestiality, and homosexuality. All these transgressions 
are repugnant to the smooth running of relationships between members of society.  191   
The author also mentions the Portuguese Rabbi Isaac Abravanel (fourteenth century), 
who interpreted the prohibition of anal sex found in the  Holiness Code  as a measure to 
prevent men from dressing as women to try and seduce men.  192   

 Is homosexuality forbidden, or is the prohibition an excuse to protect a hierarchi-
cal and binary gender system—keeping the masculine and the feminine well separated? 
Should a true contemporary ethical concern not challenge the community, and bring it 
to question practices that maintain misogyny, and power based on gender inequality? 
Greenberg was probably too bold when he suggested that anal homosexual penetration 
prohibited by the  Holiness Code  only referred to acts done in a context of violence—with 
an intention to subjugate and humiliate an enemy.  193   The  Holiness Code  does not point 
in that direction and Greenberg seems the only one in this venture.  194   Greenberg is also 
trying to initiate a dialogue with those in his community who identify the ban on homo-
sexual practices with nonproductive sexuality, which would indeed go against the divine 
commandment of  Bereshit , 1: 28. The  Tanakh  does not endorse this juxtaposition—
something that would rather appear as the work of Talmudic commentators, such as 
Rabbi Yehuda the Pious of Regensberg. According to the learned man, the ban provided 
protection for the divine command to procreate.  195   Greenberg uses several rabbinical 
authorities to thwart the use of such an argument to condemn homosexuality. First, 
procreation is not the only purpose of sexuality, and Talmudic literature make a lot of 
room for pleasure and intimacy in marital encounters. He also rejects the attempts to ban 
same-sex relations due to a waste of semen. The prohibition of extravaginal emissions of 
sperm is not a  mitzvah  originating directly from the  Torah , but rather a ban of rabbinic 
origin.  196   The Orthodox, for some time, have recognized elsewhere that he who has no 
desire for woman and hopelessly feels attracted to men should abstain from marriage 
and childbearing. Rabbi Joseph Engel of Cracow (1859–1920) already expressed that 
he who could not fulfill God’s command to procreate because of a disability, had to be 
excused—a position taken over by Chaim Rapoport, a contemporary rabbi in London.  197   
Then, according to Greenberg, the true homosexual, the person who clearly has a homo-
sexual orientation, would not violate the  Halacha  by having anal intercourse, or by not 
marrying, or by pouring sperm outside a vagina, since such a prohibition should apply 
only to persons under the obligation to procreate.  198   Inspired by the character of Rabbi 
ben Azzai, the odd single man in Talmudic literature who wanted to leave to others the 
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duty to populate the earth and whose only passion was the  Torah , Greenberg thinks 
gays should, however, be subject to the biblical requirement to make the land habit-
able, as ordered by the prophet Isaiah (45:18), by committing themselves in society in 
various ways.  199   Greenberg goes beyond the kind of openness to the homosexual person 
shown by Chaim Rapoport and Norman Lamm, who excuse the person unable to repress 
his homosexual inclination. He calls for a real change in the interpretation of  Halacha , 
which would interpret the rule “ Oness Rahmana Patrei ” (divine mercy forgives any act 
committed under duress) in favor of a legitimate acceptance of sexual variance rather 
than seeing homosexuality as a pathological inclination. Even among the Orthodox, 
the law is not deemed static, and its ability to be interpreted in an evolutionary way was 
demonstrated in the past, for example, in the case of loans with interest totally prohibited 
until the thirteenth century. 

 Liberal or Reform Judaism has spoken far more openly about same sex than 
Traditionalists. In 1973, Rabbi Samuel Freehof from the Central Conference of American 
Rabbis (CCAR) answered in a  responsum  a question from a Californian man asking for 
his advice on the conduct of a rabbi who had formed a congregation of gay men.  200   
Freehof believed that the prohibition found in the  Holiness Code  reflected the lifestyle of 
Jews from Antiquity, who judged these practices widespread among their neighbors as 
repulsive. Although Freehof does not provide any explanation on the basis for the aver-
sion toward the “abomination,” one may easily imagine it as a way of protecting Israel’s 
distinctive purity in the context of idolatry. By the same token, it favored a policy of pro-
tection of the Jewish minority by promoting family. The author adds that homosexuals 
should not be excluded from their natural communities, even if they are to be regarded 
as sinners. A homosexual union or relationship will never avail itself of the sanctity of 
marriage. In 1977, the CCAR adopted a resolution supporting the decriminalization of 
homosexual acts between consenting adults, and the need for civil legislation prohibit-
ing discrimination against homosexuals. In fact, the position of the American Reform 
Movement has evolved quite dramatically from the 1990s by allowing free access to 
the rabbinate, regardless of a person’s sexual orientation.  201   In 1996, an unexpectedly 
lengthy  responsum  summed up the divergent positions within the Reform Movement 
about same-sex marriage, and called for further discussions.  202   A minority group believed 
that having some form of ritual celebration was necessary, but without naming it a homo-
sexual marriage. The majority pleaded against any sort of official recognition. The posi-
tion of the minority prevailed finally, in March 2000. Now rabbis who want to bless 
homosexual unions can do it openly.  203   The ceremonies vary in shape, but many of them 
do symbolically propose David and Jonathan as a model of faithfulness. At its Annual 
General Meeting in Toronto, in 2004, the CCAR adopted a resolution opposing any 
attempt to amend the American Constitution to prevent same-sex marriage.  204   A coali-
tion of liberal rabbis in Canada intervened before the Supreme Court of Canada to argue 
in favor of the legal recognition of civil marriages between same-sex partners.  205   Efforts 
by Jewish gay men are also made to reclaim their spiritual belonging to the Jewish tradi-
tion. This is the case of Andrew Ramer of the Reform Congregation Sha’ar Zahav in San 
Francisco, who uses  Midrash  and poetry inspired by Jewish poets of al-Andalus to weave 
homoerotic love and feelings into Jewish spiritual expression.  206   

 The approach of the conservative movement is better characterized by its determina-
tion to follow  Halacha . The Rabbinical Assembly of American Conservative Movement 
adopted resolutions in March 1992, which had been suggested by the Committee on 
Jewish Law and Standards (CJLS).  207   The assembly rejected any form of solemnization 
of homosexual unions and excluded declared homosexuals from tenure as rabbi or  haz-
zan  (cantor). It did, however, support the need to welcome homosexual persons into 
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the community, synagogue, and schools. It left to each rabbi to determine whether a 
homosexual could teach or supervise youth activities. Several discussions and  responsa  
preceded the adoption of the 1992 resolution. Some minority positions favored a more 
flexible approach, such as that of Rabbi Bradley Artson, who envisaged no halachic con-
demnation of homosexuality, understood in the contemporary meaning of sexual orien-
tation. For Artson, prohibitions against homosexuals contained in both the  Tanakh  and 
the  Talmud , or in rabbinical commentaries, cover nonconsensual or violent homosexual 
acts, or acts associated with cultic prostitution. As these ancient prohibitions were not 
intended against sexual relations between persons with a homosexual orientation want-
ing to share a life filled with love and mutual respect, the rabbinate should validate some 
form of sanctification of these unions in a ceremony.  208   

 A more traditional Conservative, Rabbi Joel Roth, wrote a lengthy  responsum  pro-
viding halachic arguments that would allow the majority to reach a consensus. It kept 
the condemnation of homosexuals, based on the threat to the traditional structure of a 
heterosexual family, and because of the nonprocreative aspect of homosexual acts. Roth 
refused to judge people with a homosexual orientation, but he added that discoveries 
of modern psychology do not change the legal framework laid down by the  Torah  and 
the  Talmud .  209   Roth’s argument, opposing his colleague Artson, aimed at demonstrat-
ing that from a halachic point of view, the only acceptable standard for sexual conduct 
remained heterosexual marriage. The ban concerns homosexual acts only to be a seri-
ous fault, and not desires or sexual attraction toward persons of the same sex.  210   The 
Conservative approach puts homosexuals in a difficult personal situation since it does not 
judge the agent, but condemns homosexual acts as opposed to  Halacha . Whereas such 
an attitude undermines the dignity of the homosexual, and pushes him into a form of 
social isolation—both psychological and sexual—the CJLS decided, in 2006, to recon-
sider its position.  211   The arguments developed by this  responsum  implemented rabbinic 
techniques of interpretation to adapt  Halacha  to the concept of sexual orientation, 
which defines the identity of a person, unlike the traditional view of homosexuality as a 
sin or an illness to be cured. Because  Halacha  plays a pivotal role in the fate of Jewish 
Conservatism, adaptation does not mean abandonment. The authors concluded that the 
only form of homogenital contact repressed by the  Torah , and interpreted as such there-
after by the sages of the  Talmud , had to be anal penetration and nothing else.  212   

 Rabbinic commentators seem to have understood that any kind of homogenital con-
tact should be punished severely. Thus, Maimonides insisted on refraining from familiar-
ity, proximity, or contact with someone who could solicit the commission of an unlawful 
sexual act, such as a homosexual act or incest, or having sex with a woman during her 
menstruation.  213   Rabbi Yosef Caro thought that same-sex partners who take to petting 
without penetration also had to be punished.  214   These interpretations draw their origin 
from the strict  Holiness Code  by which the Lord called his people to reject the abomi-
nable practices set forth therein—bestiality, incest, homosexual anal penetration, and 
staying away from people with whom sex was illicit ( aryot ).  215   Ramban (1194–1270) 
rejected this interpretation—which made any erotic touching or sexual contact without 
penetration a biblical prohibition—and considered it more like a rabbinical ruling; there-
fore, with less authority, and the faculty to change it, depending on the context or the 
times.  216   The CJLS, in 2006, retained this more liberal interpretation, and concluded 
that the sole homogenital contact rejected by  Halacha  was anal penetration, although 
within the group several rabbis believed fellatio, masturbation, mutual masturbation, or 
intercrural sex between two men were also banned.  217   Dorff and his colleagues based 
their generous understanding on the interpretive rule that imposes the obligation to 
protect the dignity of the person ( gadol kvod habriot ) at any time, to prevent one from 
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undergoing humiliation by the application of a rule set, not by the  Torah , but rabbis.  218   
Obviously, discussion within the American Conservative Movement is not over. Some 
reputable rabbis, including Rabbi Joel Roth, resigned following the adoption of the 
2006 liberal  responsum . It is now up to each community to see how far it is ready to 
welcome homosexuals and gays, who, however, must refrain from anal intercourse. The 
decision to accept gays in the rabbinate and seminaries, as cantors and teachers in schools, 
remains for each community to make. Gay marriage is not considered, not even among 
the most liberals of the movement. Elsewhere in the world, the Conservative Movement 
is strongly opposed to the liberal positions of 2006 in Europe, Israel, and Latin America 
as well.  219   Several rabbis in Canada have also protested against the proposed changes 
because these deviated from halachic tradition and created division within the move-
ment.  220   In France, Ryvon Krygier, a rabbi of the largest Masorti (Conservative) com-
munity in Paris, the  Adath Shalom , followed liberal ideas put forward by Elliott Dorff, 
Daniel Nevins, and Avram Reisner unlike his other European colleagues who favored 
views closer to those of the traditionalists. 

 Several organizations appeared across the world to help gays of Jewish faith and pro-
tect their rights. They first appeared in London (The Jewish Gay and Lesbian Group, 
JGLG) and Los Angeles, in 1972, where the first gay synagogue, the  Beth Chayim 
Chadashim , was founded; next the  Beth Simchat Torah  was founded in New York in 
1973. The movement quickly spread to other major US cities: Washington, Philadelphia, 
New York, Miami, Chicago, and San Francisco. In France, the  Beit Haverim  ( House 
of Friends  in Hebrew) was founded in 1977. In 1975, a first group of gay and lesbian 
rights was born in Israel, the  Agudah , and first known as the Society for the Protection 
of Personal Rights. This group achieved results comparable to those obtained in most 
liberal societies, since the Knesset decriminalized homosexuality in 1988, and passed a 
law to end discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation in 1992. With the support of 
parliamentarian Yael Dayan, daughter of General Moshe Dayan,  Agudah  advanced the 
rights to equality in many spheres—such as serving in the military, the right to pensions 
for surviving spouses, without obtaining full legal recognition for homosexual couples. 
Religious groups strongly opposed the civil recognition of marriage between same-sex 
partners, but the state recognized certain rights to same-sex common law partners. In 
2006, the Israeli Supreme Court ruled that same-sex marriages officiated in countries 
accepting this type of union were now legal in Israel. In Quebec, in 1974, a discus-
sion group called  Naches  was born, and allowed homosexual Jews to meet and discuss 
their problems. In 2002, the  Feygelah   221   association replaced the defunct advocacy and 
support group  Yakhdav , and enjoyed the support of the Reform Synagogue  Emanu-
El-Beth Sholom . Toronto also saw groups formed in 1975,  Hamishpacha ,  B’nai Kehilla, 
Chutzpah , and  Keshet Shalom , which followed until 2001. The latter two groups received 
financial assistance from the  Jewish Community Center  in Toronto.  Keshet Shalom  decided 
to terminate its activities, whereas the situation of gays had improved considerably and 
there was no necessity in the Reform Movement to maintain a synagogue serving a spe-
cifically gay and lesbian community. Though the situation has changed radically within 
Judaism, the 2001 documentary directed by the American Sandi Simcha DuBowski, 
 Trembling before G-D ,  222   highlighted the personal suffering endured by gays and lesbians 
living in Orthodox,  Haredi , and Hasidim communities. It shows, for example, a Los 
Angeles Orthodox doctor who tries, in vain, to heal himself by undergoing various thera-
pies; or that other person from New York who, after undergoing electroshock therapy to 
become heterosexual, decides to abandon his family to live with a partner. Many of the 
movements mentioned were the organizing force behind several international meetings 
for gays and lesbians of Jewish origin. The first was held in Washington in 1976. In 1980, 
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the  World Congress  was formed in 2001 to become the  World Congress of Gay, Lesbian, 
Bisexual, and Transgender Jews , the  Keshet Ga’avah , which monitors the rights of gays 
and lesbians of Jewish heritage worldwide.  

  Conclusion 
 Like in Hinduism, human sexuality is sacred. On the one hand, it brings one closer to 
the divine, since humans are created in the image of God, that is, man and woman, and 
they received from God the commandment to multiply. On the other hand, sexuality also 
played an active, historic role in protecting the nation in two ways. It ensured the survival 
of the exiled nation, conquered by foreigners, and subsequently dispersed throughout 
Europe and worldwide. However, human sexuality is also part of the  Holiness Code  dic-
tated by God, revealed through Moses to Israel, and setting it apart from other nations 
through the people’s observance of law and its loyalty to its God. Devotion and obedi-
ence to this code of life do not have the same importance in all streams of Judaism, some 
firmly attached to it, while others no longer feel bound by a past historical situation or 
looking for accommodations to contemporary life. 

 All seem to agree on the sacredness of sexuality and the importance of the  mitzvah  to 
reproduce, reprobating any ascetic trend that would advocate the superiority of celibacy, 
as in other religions. Social pressure to marry and have children is always exercised in the 
background, even among the most liberal, but it is more strongly felt in the Orthodox 
community. However, the homosexual ban is not exactly related to this  mitzvah  on pro-
creation because it seems, in the end, to serve to protect and maintain a traditional social 
division of gender roles, with its goal of keeping a hierarchy of the masculine over femi-
nine. This gender division, including the exclusion of women from study of the  Torah , 
resulted in a male world quite removed from the macho Western model. Unlike what 
happened in that model, the development of Jewish male identity, without eliminat-
ing any misogyny, has hardly encouraged the emergence of homophobic panic.  223   The 
panic is present today among Orthodox Jews in the form of fierce campaigns against a 
so-called homosexual agenda, educating children to view homosexuality as a legitimate, 
alternate lifestyle. After Tyler Clementi, an 18-year-old student at Rutgers University 
in New Jersey, jumped to his death from a bridge in 2010, the New Jersey Legislature 
passed Bill S2392, “Anti-Bullying Bill of Rights Act.” Clementi took his life after seeing 
his sexual encounter with a man in his dorm room on a video over the Internet, filmed by 
his roommates, without his knowledge. Rabbi Yehuda Levin, a strong antigay spokesman 
for the Rabbinical Alliance of America and official spokesman on family values, issued a 
press release saying that the bill was promoting LGBT values among schoolchildren.  224    
   



      4  

 Christianity   

   Religion 
 Christianity emerged in the wake of the religious tradition of Israel, but it was actually 
born two thousand years ago at the instigation of Yeshua, Jesus of Nazareth. Palestine 
was under Roman occupation at the time of his birth. The life and teachings of Yeshua 
were recorded many years later in the New Testament, and they formed the basis for 
the beliefs of this new religion. The Christian community has diversified over the ages 
due to doctrinal disputes and to schisms, and the Christian faith has spread across the 
planet. Today there are over 1 billion Catholics, 225 million Orthodox Christians, 
83 million Anglicans, 66 million Lutherans, 49 million Pentecostals, 48 million Baptists, 
44 million Calvinists and Presbyterians, 23 million Methodists, and 22 million United 
Church followers worldwide. In addition to these great families, more than 348 mil-
lion followers grouped into communities whose membership has often been defined 
by national identity or ethnic and cultural characteristics. In Canada over 75 percent 
of the population is said to be Christian, including 43 percent Catholics, 32 percent 
Protestants, and 1.6 percent Orthodox Christians.  1   In Quebec, the Catholic population 
is said to be 83 percent and Protestants just under 5 percent.  2   The 2011 census did not 
ask about religious affiliation but the 2011 Home National Survey estimates the total 
Christian population of Canada at 67 percent, considerably less than 10 years before. 
This is mainly due to the increase in immigration coming from areas where non-Christian 
religions predominate and low rates of population growth among Canadian-born.  3   In 
the United States, Protestant churches nowadays attract a slim majority (51.3 percent) 
of the adult population distributed as Evangelical Protestant (26.3 percent), mainline 
Protestant (18.1 percent), and black Protestant churches (6.9 percent). Catholics rep-
resent nearly one-quarter (23.9 percent) of the adult population, Mormons 1.7 per-
cent, Jehovah’s Witnesses 0.7 percent, and Orthodox Christians 0.6 percent.  4   Within the 
Protestant churches, Evangelical churches account for 41 percent and Baptist churches 
for 33.5  percent of all Protestant denominations. 

 To learn the basics of Christian faith, one must necessarily examine the life of Jesus 
of Nazareth. The New Testament gives us scarce biographical material, particularly on 
the period from his birth up to his thirties, when his preaching began. The four Gospels, 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, slip in a few details, but they happen to be writings of 
a theological rather than historical nature. Thus, the Annunciation to Mary his mother, 
the virgin birth of Jesus, and the visit of the Magi in Bethlehem are all theological state-
ments about the Messianic character of Jesus, and they are not historically verified or 
verifiable facts.  5   

 In order to follow Jesus’s ministry, beginning with his baptism by John the Baptist 
on the banks of the River Jordan, it appears necessary to examine the religious culture 
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of the time. Since the destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem, the idea had circulated 
that a man in the lineage of David, anointed and blessed by God, the Messiah ( Mashiah  
in Hebrew and  Χριστός , Christos, in Greek), would deliver the Jewish people from its 
enemies and create a new Israel. The evangelists Matthew and Luke took considerable 
care to describe the genealogy of Jesus, son of David and Abraham.  6   John the Baptist 
preached repentance, cleansing of sins, for the Kingdom of God was near. In the Gospel 
of John, John the Baptist acknowledges Jesus as the Chosen One, a messianic title used 
by the prophet Isaiah (42:1).  7   Immediately after his baptism, Jesus recruited his first 
disciples who confessed that he was the Messiah, the Son of Man.  8   The Synoptic Gospels 
also offer several accounts of miracles and healings performed by Jesus, signs of the 
coming of the Messiah and the nearness of the Kingdom of God, as professed by Simon 
Peter: “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”  9   After Peter’s declaration, Jesus 
asked his disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Messiah.  10   Indeed, if the rumor of 
the arrival of a new king of Israel reached the ears of the Roman occupiers, there would 
inevitably be problems for him and his family. The real reason for this call for caution 
rests on his preaching. The Kingdom he announced was not of this world, and it had 
nothing to do with the restoration of David’s Kingdom. Jesus introduces a spiritual king-
dom based on compassion and relief for the poor or the marginalized, such as prostitutes, 
the sick, prisoners, and foreigners.  11   Love and not the sole observance of Jewish laws 
becomes the golden rule by which all actions are judged:

  You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, “You shall not murder, and 
anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.” But I tell you that anyone who is 
angry with a brother or sister will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to a 
brother or sister, “Raca,” [You good for nothing] is answerable to the court.  12     

 His teaching rapidly antagonized Jewish religious authorities, particularly the pious 
orthodox called the Pharisees. They feared his new interpretation of the law, as when 
he told his disciples who violated the religious law prohibiting harvesting on a Sabbath 
day: “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. So the Son of Man 
is Lord even of the Sabbath.”  13   Jesus’s liberal attitude regarding the observance of 
Jewish law as well as his claims to the title of Messiah were in the eyes of religious 
authorities in Jerusalem—meeting with the High Priest Caiaphas—a real blasphemy that 
could encourage riots and have him sentenced to death by crucifixion.  14   As Jesus was 
in Jerusalem for the Passover celebrations, he was betrayed by his disciple Judas and 
arrested at Gethsemane by the High Priest’s henchmen. He appeared before Caiaphas 
and the Sanhedrin. Questioned by Caiaphas on whether he was the Messiah, Jesus broke 
the gag order he had given his disciples, and replied: “You have said so. But I say to all 
of you: From now on you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty 
One and coming on the clouds of heaven.”  15   Then, Caiaphas declared that Jesus had 
blasphemed; and the Sanhedrin decided to deliver the prisoner to the Roman governor, 
Pilate, to have him sentenced to death. Jesus was crucified by Roman authorities with 
this ironic inscription on the cross, “King of the Jews.” 

 More than any other evangelist, John highlights the glorification of Jesus through the 
tragic event of his death, when he has Jesus declare: “The hour has come for the Son of 
Man to be glorified. Very truly I tell you, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and 
dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds.”  16   The true glory 
of Jesus resides in his death in order to redeem God’s people. It is best portrayed by the 
image of the Suffering Servant, a messianic figure prophesied by Isaiah: “By oppression 
and judgment he was taken away. Yet who of his generation protested? For he was cut off 
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from the land of the living; for the transgression of my people he was punished.”  17   While 
reporting the Last Supper, the evangelists interpreted the memorial of the Passover as if 
Jesus had fulfilled the prophecy of the Suffering Servant. During that Last Supper, Jesus 
foreshadows his death and becomes the paschal sacrificial lamb, his body and his blood 
shed for the forgiveness of sins of the multitude. 

 The tragic death of Jesus does not provide a glimpse of the event that would follow, 
his Resurrection. Jesus certainly lived his passion with a sense of dereliction. A disciple 
betrayed him; another denied him; and everyone abandoned him. He was left alone in 
the garden of Gethsemane, and at the foot of the cross, only his mother Mary and his 
beloved disciple John were present. The experience of the empty tomb and encounters 
by some witnesses—Mary Magdalene and his disciples—with the risen Jesus, in a glori-
fied body, are not sufficient to establish the Christian hope of salvation through Jesus. An 
empty tomb and testimonies by certain witnesses to whom they said he appeared do not 
constitute conclusive evidence of the resurrection. The resurrection of Jesus makes sense 
only within the messianic and eschatological traditions that developed in Israel, after the 
Babylonian exile. Jesus seems to understand his ministry and his death in reference to this 
tradition. The apostles will make sense of the tragic death of Jesus, after the event, when 
the Spirit of God descends upon them at Pentecost.  18   Peter’s first words to the crowd are 
an excellent example of primitive theology, linking the resurrection to the eschatological 
tradition of the glorification of God through the coming of the Messiah:

  Fellow Israelites, I can tell you confidently that the patriarch David died and was bur-
ied, and his grave is here to this day. But he was a prophet and knew that God had 
promised him on oath that he would put one of his descendants on his throne. Seeing 
what was to come, he spoke of the resurrection of the Messiah, that he was not aban-
doned to the realm of the dead, nor did his body see decay. God has raised this Jesus 
to life, and we are all witnesses of it. Exalted to the right hand of God, he has received 
from the Father the promised Holy Spirit, and has poured out what you now see and 
hear Brothers, he is allowed to tell you confidently of the patriarch David died and was 
buried and his tomb is still with us today.  19     

 The theology of the Apostle Paul strongly emphasizes the eschatological dimension of 
the Resurrection of Jesus in a glorified body—a sign of God’s power and glory, to be 
manifested at the time of the Second coming of Christ ( Parousia ), when all bodies will 
resurrect: “But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, 
the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under 
his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body.”  20   
In establishing Jesus’s Lordship over the world—the  Pantocrator  ( Παντοκράτωρ , the 
Almighty)—God situates in him the beginning and the end of all things, as well as the 
position of head of the church.  21   The first Christian communities were formed around 
the preaching of the apostles. They called for repentance and were baptized in the name 
of Jesus Christ, who died for the forgiveness of sins and rose again for the redemption 
of all. Breaking the bread and sharing with the needy were the main reasons for the 
first community meetings.  22   Tensions, however, emerged rapidly in the early Christian 
communities. The  Acts of the Apostles  show that the apostles’ preaching was primarily 
addressed to Jews in synagogues, either in Damascus, Antioch, or Jerusalem. Some, 
including James who took care of the Jerusalem community, along with Peter and John, 
claimed that circumcision and the Jewish dietary laws were required to obtain salvation. 
Should one apply those precepts of Jewish law to non-Jews who converted to Jesus’s 
message? Paul took a position in favor of more freedom, in a meeting around the year 
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50 with the apostles in Jerusalem. This meeting is known in the Christian tradition as 
the Council of Jerusalem.  23   In Antioch, Paul attacked the hypocrisy of Peter, who took 
his meals with the Gentiles and refused to do so in James’s presence. Paul gives the tone 
to his Gospel: “We who are Jews by birth and not sinful Gentiles know that a person is 
not justified by the works of the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ.”  24   After the meeting 
in Jerusalem, Paul and his companion Timothy extended their mission in Asia Minor 
to Macedonia and the Peloponnese. The primitive church progressively distanced itself 
from Judaism, and it spread around the Mediterranean basin, despite the opposition 
and oppression it faced from the Roman authorities. The tide changed radically with the 
conversion of Emperor Constantine, in 313, and the promulgation of the Edict of Milan, 
which recognized the legitimacy of the Christian religion. 

 During its expansion within the Roman Empire, Christianity came into close contact 
with religions and philosophies other than Judaism. The initial message was thus enhanced 
through confrontation with these new ideas; not without some quarrel, mainly about the 
person of Jesus and his relationship with the Father or the Holy Spirit. Constantine felt 
the need to define Christian orthodoxy and ordered in 325 the Council of Nicea to 
dispute the doctrine spread by an Alexandrian priest named Arius. The priest denied the 
coeternity of the Son of God; the Son was a creature of the Father. The Nicene Creed 
adopted by the Council confessed Jesus Christ to be the only Son of God, begotten of 
the Father before all worlds, God from God, Light from Light, true God of the very 
God, begotten and not made, of one substance with the Father by whom all things were 
made. The Nicene Creed also emphatically proclaimed the doctrine of the Incarnation of 
the Son of God, Jesus made flesh, crucified and risen. The emphasis on the human nature 
of Jesus was disputed by various Docetist doctrines; they could not believe that the Son 
of God, eternal as the Father, was incarnated in matter. For them, the Divine Light 
could not become trapped in a human body; thus, the physical body of Jesus was only a 
semblance. The Gnostic Gospels of Nag Hammadi pushed this idea unusually far. Thus, 
the  Second Discourse of the Great Seth  went so far as to reject the doctrine of redemp-
tion through the incarnation and death of Jesus.  25   The Christian doctrine of salvation 
through Christ’s death is seen as a sham, preventing human beings from becoming aware 
that they have within their nature the potential for salvation. If they come to realize that 
they are themselves a divine emanation of extraterrestrial origin, they will return to the 
 Pleroma— their ontological fullness. The gnostic theory of matter and body as prison will 
have a significant impact on the Christian view of sexuality, but this will be discussed in 
the second section of this chapter. In the third century, another highly significant shift in 
the history of Christianity settles in—monasticism—which advocated sexual abstinence 
as a method of reconciliation with God. 

 As was noted earlier, Emperor Constantine attempted to rule not only on earthly 
matters but also on religious affairs. Caesaropapism marked the entire development of 
the Byzantine Empire, but attempts to enforce it in the West faced resistance from papal 
authority, which in turn was trying to impose its control on political power. The separa-
tion of temporal and spiritual powers finally emerged in the West with the Concordat of 
Worms in 1122, which put an end to the power exercised by the Carolingian emperors 
and the Holy Roman emperors on papal elections and appointments of bishops. Nearly 
40 years earlier, Pope Gregory VII had coined the doctrine of papal supremacy—the 
pope having the exclusive authority to appoint bishops—and had begun to reform the 
clergy by fighting against simony and loose sexual mores within it. 

 Despite the efforts announced by the Gregorian reform to fight against corruption, 
intrigues, favoritism, and sexual incontinence of the clergy went on undisturbed and 
affected the highest levels of authority, including the now all-powerful papacy itself. The 
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papacy of Alexander VI, a Borgia, or that of Julius II illustrates this point. In order to 
finance the construction of churches and their extravagances, church authorities accepted 
monetary payment for religious services, the sale of relics, or indulgences that allowed 
the faithful to expiate more rapidly their future punishment in Purgatory. Martin Luther 
(1483–1546) and the Protestant Reformation challenged the system that viewed the sal-
vation of souls as a commercial transaction. Luther engaged in a confrontation with the 
Dominican Johann Tetzel (1465–1519), commissioned by Pope Leo X, for the sale of 
indulgences in Germany to finance the construction of St. Peter’s in Rome. On October 
31, 1517, Luther posted  Ninety-Five Theses  on the doors of the Wittenberg church, 
attacking the practice of indulgences and submitting that only faith in Jesus Christ saved 
people from their sins. In presenting faith in Jesus Christ as savior and sole instigator 
of grace, without works, Luther directly contested the traditional view of the church, 
considered as a mediator of salvation through the sacraments dispensed by clergy. The 
only reliable guide to salvation became the Word of God—the Bible, translated into the 
vernacular, which catered to the individual conscience of the believer. Luther rejected 
the authority of the pope, and loudly proclaimed the royal priesthood of all the baptized 
without hierarchical distinction between clergy and laity. Rejection of a central govern-
ment and freedom of conscience encouraged the emergence of a multitude of ecclesial 
communities, which displayed variations in their interpretation of the Scriptures. He also 
rejected the idea of celibacy for pastors and decided to marry. This gesture had a tremen-
dous influence on the Protestant understanding of sexual morality and the role of women 
in the church and society in general. 

 In response to the attacks of Protestantism and as a way to affirm the orthodoxy of 
the Catholic Church, Pope Paul III convened a general council, which met three times 
between 1545 and 1563, in the town of Trento. Several decrees reaffirmed the doctrine 
of justification by faith and works, the existence of the seven sacraments—Protestants 
had reduced them to two, baptism and the Eucharist. The council proclaimed the neces-
sity to confess one’s sins to a priest who received the authority to absolve. The next sec-
tion of this chapter will address the importance of this view of the sacrament of penance 
on sexual morality. The council also reaffirmed the sacramental nature of marriage and 
its indissolubility. Protestants saw marriage as a natural phenomenon that fell under the 
total jurisdiction of civil authorities, and they allowed divorce in cases of adultery or 
heresy. 

 The Enlightenment openly challenged, on behalf of reason, Christian beliefs, includ-
ing beliefs in miracles and the resurrection. It instilled in philosophers and theologians a 
desire to confront the Bible in the open with the culture of the time. In the nineteenth 
century, Friedrich Schleiermacher, Adolf von Harnack, and Ferdinand Christian Baur, 
head of the Theological School of Tübingen, questioned the foundations of dogmatic 
theology, which relied too heavily on the idea of a divine mandate given to the church. 
Not only did they support the principle of freedom of conscience put forward by Luther, 
but they advocated a more liberal attitude vis- à -vis the study of the Bible and Christian 
history by using the method of historical criticism. Scriptures and the development of 
dogmas had to be subjected to the same methods used in the humanities, which meant 
that divine inspiration and inerrancy had to be methodically suspended or bracketed. 
The new liberal theology also spread to Catholic circles, especially through Alfred Loisy, 
professor at the  Institut Catholique  in Paris. While criticizing the theory of von Harnack, 
who saw the church as a spiritual community without any material form of government, 
Loisy still defended the idea that it was impossible, from historical and textual evidence, 
to demonstrate that Jesus intended to build a church that would withstand the test of 
time. The church authorities reacted strongly against the liberal current and condemned 
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all theological or philosophical attempts to explain Christianity in terms of a strictly 
human phenomenon, without resorting to divine Revelation.  26   They called this approach 
the “modernist errors.” To confirm the believers’ adherence to solid faith in the teach-
ings of the church and against liberal ideas, Pope Pius IX thought fit to declare the 
doctrine of papal infallibility in the Apostolic Constitution of Vatican I,  Pastor Aeternus . 
He also proclaimed the primacy of the bishop of Rome, to whom all the faithful owe 
obedience. This doctrine has a significant impact on Catholic sexual morality, as it applies 
not only to questions of faith but also to morals:

  When the Roman Pontiff speaks EX CATHEDRA, that is, when, in the exercise of 
his office as shepherd and teacher of all Christians, in honor of his supreme apostolic 
authority, he defines a doctrine concerning faith or morals to be held by the whole 
Church, he possesses, by the divine assistance promised to him in blessed Peter, that 
infallibility which the divine Redeemer willed his Church to enjoy in defining doctrine 
concerning faith or morals. Therefore, such definitions of the Roman Pontiff are of 
themselves, and not by the consent of the Church, irreformable.  27     

 The lack of narratives on the sexuality of Jesus, the emphasis on the spiritual nature of 
the Kingdom of God, and the eschatological tension created by the announcement of 
the coming of Christ in glory, all of these elements certainly contributed to a form of 
withdrawal from worldly pursuits, something that in turn influenced the Christian views 
on sexuality. The expansion of Christianity in the Greco-Roman world also left its mark, 
in particular the influence of the Stoic philosophy of natural law and the control of reason 
over passions. However, the Reformation’s criticism of the clergy and its preaching on 
the royal priesthood of the baptized have also played an important role in a perception 
of sexuality that is less angelic and more understanding of the reality experienced by men 
and women.  

  Sexuality 
 The Gospels portray Jesus asking his disciples to imitate him and to abandon their home-
town and families to follow him. The request is imbued with radicalism. The Evangelist 
Matthew illustrated it by giving the example of a disciple who asked Jesus to give him 
permission to go and bury his deceased father. Jesus replied, “Follow me, and let the 
dead bury their own dead.”  28   Jesus sought to establish a new human family based on the 
values of a new solidarity, one beyond traditional family blood ties. When informed of 
the presence of his mother and his brothers, he pointed his finger at his disciples, saying 
to the crowd: “Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?” Pointing to his disciples, 
he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers.”  29   

 Although some would characterize this speech as antifamily, the authors of the Gospels 
did not praise celibacy or chastity in a special way. They followed the teachings of their 
fellow Jews in that matter. Matthew condemned sex outside marriage ( πορνεία ), but 
he never considered sexuality as intrinsically evil and an enemy of salvation.  30   Matthew 
sought primarily to protect marital relationships; more so than disavowing sexual plea-
sure in marriage. He rather espoused for the same reason views from the rabbinical 
School of Shammai, which limited divorce to cases of adultery, while the School of Hillel 
dared allow divorce at the slightest departure from the rule—as in the case where the 
woman had burned her husband’s supper! Paul neatly observed the eschatological ten-
sion that attracted some Christians to sexual abstinence on account of the imminent 
second coming of Jesus. At the same time, he acknowledged that those who could not 
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control their libido could enter the path of marriage.  31   Somehow, Paul’s ascetic tenden-
cies are reminiscent of those already observed in some rabbis of the first century AD. 
Marriage and marital duty can become a source of concern and divert the faithful from 
their spiritual quest. 

 Michel Despland noted that “our relation to the body and the theming of sexuality 
seem to be at the heart of a change of culture that occurred during the transition from 
ancient civilization to Christianity.”  32   While the Greeks looked for a sort of balance in 
the use of pleasures, the Roman approach was tinged with apprehension and increasing 
anxiety as time progressed. Sexual activity, specifically the emission of semen, is usually 
treated as an unhealthy waste of energy. Stoic philosophy and medicine created a new 
relationship with natural body functions that had to be repressed to appease the soul.  33   
Already, the attitude changed somewhat in Paul and Luke, as greater distrust against 
desires of the flesh inhabited their thoughts. Luke presented Jesus as one who could 
heal the souls lost in sin.  34   In I Thessalonians, Paul wrote: “It is God’s will that you 
should be sanctified: that you should avoid sexual immorality; that each of you should 
learn to control your own body in a way that is holy and honorable, not in passionate 
lust like the pagans, who do not know God.”  35   We have already seen that around the 
first century AD the problematization of desire and sexuality was part of the mainstream 
culture, both in the pagan and Jewish world.  36   When Paul addresses the Romans, the 
Thessalonians, or even the Corinthians, he always warns them against the perils of for-
nication or adultery associated with pagan practices.  37   In the fashion of Old Testament 
writers, the apostle makes of these extramarital practices an indication of devotion to 
pagan gods, detrimental to the Christian God.  38   Like postexilic literature, Paul urged 
believers not to marry a partner who worshipped other gods.  39   Peter Brown was per-
fectly correct in observing that a legitimate interest in the joys of marital sex—a trend 
clearly present in Rabbinic Judaism—no longer appealed to Paul.  40   He even encouraged 
people already married to abstain from sexual relations and widows not to remarry.  41   
The ascetic tendencies of Pauline literature, somehow, set the table for an interpreta-
tion that would soon demonize sexual desire and discredit marriage. In I Corinthians, 
Paul suggested a different interpretation of the sexual taboos in the Old Testament by 
labeling them as “evil desires” ( ἐ  πιθυμητ  ὰ  ς   κακ  ῶ  ν ).  42   For him, violation of the law in 
itself does not constitute the sin anymore—separating the believer from his god—but 
the mere intention or desire to act inappropriately is sufficient to cause sin. In Romans, 
Paul engaged in a pessimistic anthropology of human passions that sought to enslave 
the body, from which the mind could not free itself without the intervention of grace 
provided by Jesus Christ: 

 We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin. I do not 
understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. And 
if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer I 
myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. For I know that good itself does not dwell 
in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I can-
not carry it out. For I do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I do not want to 
do—this I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who 
do it, but it is sin living in me that does it. 

 So I find this law at work: Although I want to do good, evil is right there with me. 
For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but I see another law at work in me, 
waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at 
work within me. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body that is 
subject to death? Wretched man that I am! Who shall deliver me from this body devote 
myself to death?  43     
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 According to Elizabeth Clark, the ascetic perspective on sexuality developed in the early 
centuries of Christianity from three geographic poles: Egypt, where Manichean and 
Gnostic ideas blossomed, then Syria and Palestine.  44   Tatian the Syrian (second century) 
and his fellow Encratites spread the idea that marriage was equal to fornication; Adam 
and Eve’s sin was sexual in nature and only sexual abstinence could restore the human 
soul to its pristine purity.  45   While Paul tried to curb the libido through marriage, Tatian 
took seriously the dangers of the flesh felt by Paul and condemned any form of sexual 
expression, even between spouses.  46   In the same geographical area, Marcion of Sinope 
claimed that reproductive organs and sexual fluids were so filthy ( spurcitias genitalium 
in utero elementorum ) that they could not have contributed to the birth of Christ in 
any way.  47   It then appeared obvious to Marcion that he had to set aside baptism only 
for those who had or would renounce marriage and procreation.  48   The solitude of the 
desert became for some the preferred place to approach God by renouncing sexuality. 
The founder of monasticism, the hermit Anthony (c. 251–356), quickly discovered that 
a life of mortification and fasting in the Egyptian desert, as well as the absence of women, 
failed to delete all sexual urge. The true rival to spiritual progress lodged in the mind. 
Anthony’s biographer portrayed the desperate monk trying through prayer and vigils 
to expel impure thoughts sent by Satan himself, who appeared before him in the guise 
of a woman trying to seduce him.  49   With the Desert Fathers, virtue no longer consists 
of avoiding illegal acts because sex has moved into the “inner theater” of human con-
sciousness.  50   Pachomius, a hermit living in the desert of Scetes (currently Wadi Natrun), 
described the struggles against temptation on the scene of this inner theater:

  But reckoning that God had spared me, I returned again to the cell. Well, the demon, 
having restrained himself a few days, then attacked me again more vehemently than at 
first, so that I very nearly blasphemed. He changed himself into an Ethiopian maiden, 
whom I had once seen in my youth in the summer-time picking reeds, and sat on my 
knee. So in a fury I gave her a blow and she disappeared. Well, for two years I could 
not bear the evil smell of my hand! So I went out into the great desert, wandering up 
and down discouraged and in despair. And having found a little asp, I picked it up and 
applied it to my flesh, in order that I might die, even though it were by a bite of this 
kind. And I rubbed the beast’s head on my flesh, as the cause of my temptation, but 
I was not bitten. Then I heard a voice saying in my thoughts: “Go, Pachon, struggle 
on. For this is why I have left you to be tyrannized over, that you should not be proud, 
as if you had any strength, but recognizing your weakness should not trust in your 
manner of life, but run for the help of God.” Thus convinced I returned and dwelt in 
confidence, and no longer troubling about the war I was in peace the rest of my days. 
But he, knowing how I despised him, no longer came near me.  51     

 Fasting and sleepless nights were part of the hermit’s arsenal whenever he attempted 
to overcome any temptation of the flesh, especially impure thoughts, masturbation, 
and nocturnal emissions.  52   John Cassian (360–435) exposed the following discipline to 
achieve true purity of heart:

  One who will withdraw from all frivolous conversation, who will banish anger from his 
heart, concerns and desires for the world, being content to live on two loaves of bread 
a day, drinking water with discretion and sleeping three to four hours only, as some 
people advise it, this person will notice within six months, not that he has attained per-
fect chastity by his own effort, but that he will one day acquire it by relying on God’s 
mercy rather than the merit of his abstinence.  53     
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 To achieve optimal control over one’s lust, the monk John Cassian suggested a method 
of self-introspection in six steps. It not only aimed at punishing lewd acts like fornication, 
but it also tried, by progressing deep into the subject’s thoughts ( voluptaria cogitatio ) 
and desire ( concupiscentia ), to eliminate any motion, even if unintended, in the male 
body, such as an erection or wet dreams.  54   Spacing out erections or wet dreams, or 
their absence, became a signal for John Cassian that a monk had reached a high degree 
of perfection in celibacy: “We may believe that we have arrived at this kind of purity, if 
no voluptuous sensation disturbs our sleep and if natural accidents happen without our 
noticing. Eliminating them completely is beyond nature, but we must, by dint of virtue, 
make them increasingly rare.”  55   John Cassian thought that the normal frequency for nat-
ural nocturnal emissions should be twice a month. Achieving this level of control implies, 
of course, work on the self to discard all occasions of impure thoughts. However, fasting 
is required, “He then will never be able to check the motions of a burning lust, who 
cannot restrain the desires of the appetite. The chastity of the inner man is shown by the 
perfection of this virtue.”  56   John Cassian attributed the cause of nocturnal emissions to 
excessive eating, along with the lack of vigilance of the mind, or Satan’s intervention.  57   In 
his  Praktikos , Evagrius of Pontus (346–399) taught a method of self-control— apatheia  
( ἀ  παθε  ί  α )—by which the monk voluntarily hunted down thoughts ( λογισμ  ό  ς ,  logismos ) 
arising from the demon of obscenity ( πορνε i α ,  porneia ), and replaced them with chaste 
thoughts.  58   The real enemy does not reside in the body but in erotic dreams, used by 
the devil to storm the monk’s vegetative soul ( ἐ  πιθυμικ  ὸ  ν ,  epithumikon ). Erotic dreams 
associated with nocturnal emissions meant that the soul was sick, but a discharge without 
erotic dreams was considered a sign of the monk’s spiritual well-being.  59   John Cassian 
went as far as excluding from the Eucharist the monk who had had a wet dream due to 
fantasies he had while awake.  60   If these nocturnal emissions happen naturally, despite 
the vigilance of the monk and his fasting, he should not, however, be kept away from 
the Eucharist, although the author equates those involuntary discharges to some sort of 
defilement or body impurity denounced by the  Holiness Code .  61   Dioscorus, another des-
ert monk, adopted the same position.  62   While Mosaic Law prescribed a ritual bath after 
the discharge of semen, whatever the cause, purity became a matter of the inner man—
different from uncleanliness related to physical contact with body fluids. The Syrian her-
mit Simeon Stylites (380–459) illustrates the excesses displayed by some monks to escape 
sexual temptations and mortify the flesh. He took refuge atop a tall column of eighteen 
meters and lived there on a small area of two square meters for 37 years, chasing away 
women who would gather under his column.  63   

 Most likely, Egyptian monasticism had some contact with the texts or ideas conveyed 
by the Coptic Gnostic writings of Nag Hammadi, where sexuality and reproduction were 
often associated with the ephemeral nature of existence and ignorance, which prevented 
human beings from attaining their true incorruptible nature.  64   

 High regard for virginity and sexual abstinence may have eventually threatened mar-
riage, especially when certain doctrines, such as those of the Gnostics or Encratites,  65   
dared prohibit marriage and procreation. The Christian family then needed defenders. 
Rehabilitation of marriage, however, took a path decidedly different from the vision of 
the Old Testament or rabbinic Judaism, since sexual pleasure was being excluded from 
the benefits of marriage. 

 Clement of Alexandria claimed that any pursuit of sexual pleasure or discharge of 
semen, which did not have procreation as its sole purpose, was in itself an act con-
trary to reason and an insult to nature ( παρ  ὰ   φύσιν   καταισχύνειν ).  66   For Clement, 
nature dictates the way the organs of reproduction should be used, not desire ( τ  ὸ   γ  ὰ  ρ  
 πάθος   ο  ὐ   φύσις : desire is not nature). Wherefrom does Clement draw this new moral 
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standard of sexual behavior? Neither the Old Testament nor the New Testament sug-
gests such restrictive a rule. One must look for its origins in Philo of Alexandria when he 
interprets, influenced by Plato, the Tenth Commandment: “Thou shalt not covet (o ὐ  κ  
 ἐ  πιθυμ  ή  σεις ).” In the same fashion, Clement believed that sexual appetite ( ἔ  ρως ,  eros ) 
had to be the most voracious of all the passions related to the vegetative soul and the 
source for various disorders in human beings, as well as evils in society.  67   To control the 
appetites of the vegetative soul ( ἐ  πιθυμ  ί  α ), as Plato, he appeals to reason, the noblest 
part of the soul, but also to the benefits of dieting.  68   One is tempted to think that Philo 
preaches moderation in the use of pleasures, as Plato or the Stoics, but he somewhat 
moves away from that approach. Philosophers consider the pleasures of sex as positive, 
when used reasonably. Philo, by contrast, pictures the passions of the flesh, more spe-
cifically appetite or desire, as an adversarial force, irrational ( ἡ   ἄ  λογος   κα  ὶ   παρ  ὰ   φ  ύ  σιν  
 κ  ί  νησις ) and guilt-ridden.  69   Libido has but one purpose, reproduction. Philo did not 
hesitate to state clearly that the purpose of marriage was not pleasure but procreation 
( ο  ὐ  χ   ἡ  δον  ὴ  ν   ἀ  λλ  ὰ   γνησ  ί  ων   πα  ί  δων   σπορ  ά  ν ).  70   Procreation as a justification for all 
sexual relations became the golden rule, and from it, Philo reinterpreted the purity rules 
of the  Holiness Code  regarding prohibiting sexual relations with menstruating women. 
Suddenly, the ban had nothing to do with ritual purity, but it rather strived to ban infer-
tile sex.  71   He used the same kind of argument to condemn homosexual relations. In both 
situations, man acts stupidly, just like the farmer who sows in a flooded or downright 
barren field.  72   Clement concurred with Philo’s views on the sole purpose of marriage—
having legitimate children ( ἐ  π  ὶ   γνησίων   τέκνων   σπορ  ᾷ ).  73   Conjugality and moderate 
use of pleasures ( σωφροσύνη ) preached by the Stoics or Platonists philosophers no 
longer top the list of matrimonial goods. Nature dictates the behavior of spouses: get-
ting together to procreate while dispelling any act contrary to this natural goal ( κατ  ὰ  
 φύσιν ).  74   Clement is exceedingly clear with respect to control ( ἐ  γκράτεια ) of sexual 
desire: don’t try to become moderate, get rid of it.  75   To show his opposition to those 
who detract marriage, including Tatian, Clement asserts the sanctity of marriage ( ἅ  γιος  
 ὁ   γάμος ), whereby God’s command to multiply is honored.  76   Clement won the honor, 
if so, to be the first to develop a sexual ethic based solely on reproduction by including 
in his definition of adultery any nonprocreative act between legitimate spouses.  77   By a 
curious reversal, Clement eliminates from the act of procreation between spouses any 
form of instinctual urge to transform it into a reasonable impetus ( ὄ  ρεξιν   ε  ὔ  λογον ).  78   
The Christian doctrine of marriage will undergo little change from the second to the 
twentieth century, as noted by Jean-Louis Flandrin.  79   There is a natural filiation between 
 Humanae Vitae  by Pope Paul VI and Clement’s teaching. 

 Clement of Alexandria set on the same footing voluntary celibacy and Christian mar-
riage, two separate but equally compelling ways to serve God.  80   Moreover, the ascetic 
ideal taught by Paul in 1 Corinthians had its supporters. Thus Tertullian (c. 150–c. 
230) wrote: 

 I DOUBT not, brother, that after the remission in peace of your wife, you, being 
wholly bent upon the composing of your mind (to a fight frame), are seriously think-
ing about the end of your lone life, and of course are standing in need of counsel. 
Although, in cases of this kind, each individual ought to hold colloquy with his own 
faith, and consult its strength; still, inasmuch as, in this (particular) species trial), the 
necessity of the flesh (which generally is faith’s antagonist at the bar of the same inner 
consciousness, to which I have alluded) sets cogitation astir, faith has need of coun-
sel from without, as an advocate, as it were, to oppose the necessities of the flesh: 
which necessity, indeed, may well easily be circumscribed, if the will rather than the 
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indulgence of God be considered. No one deserves (favour) by availing himself of the 
indulgence, but by rendering a prompt obedience to the will, (of his master). The will 
of God is our sanctification, for He wishes His “image”—us—to become likewise His 
“likeness”; that we may be “holy” just as Himself is “holy.” That good—sanctification, 
I mean—I distribute into several species, that in some one of those species we may be 
found. The first species is, virginity from one’s birth: the second, virginity from one’s 
birth, that is, from the font; which (second virginity) either in the marriage state keeps 
(its subject) pure by mutual compact, or else perseveres in widowhood from choice: 
a third grade remains, monogamy, when, after the interception of a marriage once 
contracted, there is thereafter a renunciation of sexual connection. The first virginity 
is (the virginity) of happiness, (and consists in) total ignorance of that from which you 
will afterward wish to be freed: the second, of virtue, (and consists in) contemning 
that the power of which you know full well: the remaining species, (that) of marry-
ing no more after the disjunction of matrimony by death, besides being the glory of 
virtue, is (the glory) of moderation likewise; for moderation is the not regretting a 
thing which has been taken away, and taken away by the Lord God, without whose 
will neither does a leaf glide down from a tree, nor a sparrow of one farthing’s worth 
fall to the earth. 

 One does not become at all agreeable to God by flattering the senses, but by obey-
ing God’s will. “But the will of God is that we be holy.” In fact, he wants that man, 
created in his image, become his likeness “so we should be holy as He is holy himself.” 
That good, I mean sanctification, I will split in degrees, so that each of us can be part 
of it. The first degree is preserved virginity from one’s birth. The second is that vir-
ginity which, since the second birth, that is to say baptism, cleanses us in marriage by 
consent of both spouses, as we persevere in celibacy by a voluntary decision. A third 
level remains, monogamy, when, after the dissolution of a first marriage by death, there 
is thereafter a renunciation of sexual relations. The first kind of virginity is blessed for 
ignoring completely what we later regret having known of it. The second heroically 
disdains what one has known too much. The third, which renounces the marriage after 
the marriage union is broken, besides the merit of courage, also has the merit of mod-
eration. Is not being moderate than not regret what was kidnapped, abducted by the 
Lord above, without whose will it is not a leaf falls off the tree, nor the most humble 
sparrow falling to earth?  81     

 Paul claimed that sexual abstinence was not suitable for every Christian, and he advised 
marriage if abstinence was beyond the strength of an individual. With Origen (185–
254), the Pauline ideal of celibacy takes the shape of a universal rule applicable to all 
human beings, even within marriage.  82   In fighting back Jovian, who claimed that celi-
bacy had no more value than marriage, St. Jerome (340–420) defends the superiority 
of virginity over marriage. He reaffirms almost the same position as Origen on sexual 
abstinence in marriage but, like him, he dismissed the idea of repudiating one’s wife to 
live a celibate life:

  Having discussed marriage and continence he at length comes to virginity and says (1 
Cor. vii. 25, 26), “Now concerning virgins I have no commandment of the Lord: but 
I give my judgment, as one that hath obtained mercy of the Lord to be faithful. I think 
therefore that this is good by reason of the present distress, namely, that it is good for 
a man to be as he is.” Here our opponent goes utterly wild with exultation: this is his 
strongest battering-ram with which he shakes the wall of virginity. “See,” says he, “the 
Apostle confesses that as regards virgins he has no commandment of the Lord, and he 
who had with authority laid down the law respecting husbands and wives, does not dare 
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to command what the Lord has not enjoined. And rightly too. For what is enjoined is 
commanded, what is commanded must be done, and that which must be done implies 
punishment if it be not done. For it is useless to order a thing to be done and yet leave 
the individual free to do it or not do it. If the Lord had commanded virginity He would 
have seemed to condemn marriage, and to do away with the seed-plot of mankind, of 
which virginity itself is a growth. If He had cut off the root, how was He to expect fruit? 
If the foundations were not first laid, how was He to build the edifice, and put on the 
roof to cover all!”  83     

 Gregory of Nyssa (335–394) calls to mind Paul’s thought: the pitfalls of secular life 
can easily become an obstacle to spiritual progress, which is better enhanced by celi-
bacy. Favoring celibacy, he portrayed married life as not enviable and full of dangers: 
deceit, adultery, hedonism, greed, selfishness, and power.  84   Several church fathers—John 
Chrysostom, Jerome, Ambrose—participated, like Gregory, in genuine antimarital dia-
tribes, to equate marriage to a form of bondage.  85   

 Augustine took up the reproductive philosophy of marriage:

  The union, then, of male and female for the purpose of procreation is the natural 
good of marriage. But he makes a bad use of this good who uses it bestially, so that his 
intention is on the gratification of lust ( in voluptate libidinis ), instead of the desire of 
offspring ( non in voluntate propaginis ). Nevertheless, in sundry animals unendowed 
with reason, as, for instance, in most birds, there is both preserved a certain kind of 
confederation of pairs, and a social combination of skill in nest-building; and their 
mutual division of the periods for cherishing their eggs and their alternation in the 
labor of feeding their young, give them the appearance of so acting, when they mate, 
as to be intent rather on securing the continuance of their kind than on gratifying lust. 
Of these two, the one is the likeness of man in a brute; the other, the likeness of the 
brute in man.  86     

 He acknowledged, however, that the goods of marriage are threefold: family ( proles ), 
fidelity ( fides ), and the sacramental bond ( sacramentum ) that makes it indissoluble.  87   
For him, the emotional and instinctual dimension attracting a man to a woman in the 
marital bond transforms the libido in a positive way.  88   Pleasure or sexual desire is not 
included as such in the marriage goods: “Carnal concupiscence, however, must not be 
ascribed to marriage: it is only to be tolerated in marriage. It is not a good which comes 
out of the essence of marriage, but an evil which is the accident of original sin.”  89   Sex, a 
necessary evil! 

 Augustine of Hippo plainly sorted libido on the side of sin, or even classified it as a 
defect originally transmitted to every human being at birth:

  Now, this ardour, whether following or preceding the will, does somehow, by a power 
of its own, move the members which cannot be moved simply by the will, and in this 
manner it shows itself not to be the servant of a will which commands it, but rather 
to be the punishment of a will which disobeys it. It shows, moreover, that it must be 
excited, not by a free choice, but by a certain seductive stimulus, and that on this very 
account it produces shame. This is the carnal concupiscence, which, while it is no lon-
ger accounted sin in the regenerate, yet in no case happens to nature except from sin. 
It is the daughter of sin, as it were; and whenever it yields assent to the commission of 
shameful deeds, it becomes also the mother of many sins. Now from this concupiscence 
whatever comes into being by natural birth is bound by original sin, unless, indeed, it 
be born again in Him whom the Virgin conceived without this concupiscence.  90     
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 Any sexual relation intended for the mere sake of pleasure, even that which exists 
between legitimate spouses in the accomplishment of conjugal duty, is negatively sealed. 
Sex intended for procreation alone remains sinless:

  This gratification incurs not the imputation of guilt on account of marriage, but 
receives permission on account of marriage. This, therefore, must be reckoned among 
the praises of matrimony; that, on its own account, it makes pardonable that which 
does not essentially appertain to itself. For the nuptial embrace, which subserves the 
demands of concupiscence, is so effected as not to impede the child-bearing, which is 
the end and aim of marriage.  91     

 The satisfaction of pleasure is a legitimate objective within the scope of conjugal duty, 
but must always remain open to the rightful purpose of marriage, procreation.  92   Sexual 
desire is a direct consequence of the sin of Adam and Eve in paradise: “When the first 
man transgressed the law of God, he began to have another law in his members which 
was repugnant to the law of his mind, and he felt the evil of his own disobedience when 
he experienced in the disobedience of his flesh a most righteous retribution recoiling on 
himself.”  93   For Augustine, sexuality is the theater of constant struggles of the will against 
desire, lust—the human soul trying to recover its paradisaic state before the sin:

  What do you mean by arbitrarily selecting words from my book and pretending I say 
that, before Adam’s sin the institution of marriage was different; that it could have 
existed without concupiscence, without activity of bodies, and without the need of the 
two sexes? Subtract from marriage concupiscence by which the flesh lusts against the 
spirit, subtract the evil you oppose when you engage in glorious combats by means of 
the virtue of continence, and you need not subtract the rest if you are looking for the 
kind of marriage which would have existed before the sin of the first men. Has anyone 
conceived of marriage without activity of bodies and without the need of the two sexes? 
We say, however, that the war which the chaste, be they celibates or spouses, experience 
in them would by no means have existed in paradise before sin. Therefore, the very 
same kind of marriage exists even now, but at that time it would have used nothing evil 
in generating offspring, while it now uses well the evil of concupiscence.  94     

 With Augustine, just as with Paul (e.g., Rom. 6:12–13), fighting the beast of lust calls 
for an athletic character in the sense that  voluntas  and  voluptas  are locked in a perpetual 
struggle. Here we are far from  ataraxia  of the Stoic philosophers or  apatheia  ( ἀ  παθε  ί  α ) 
of the Greek fathers. In his  Confessions , he highlights the triumph of the will over the 
body, a victory which requires admitting of past personal errors due to a sinful body.  95   
His autobiography portrays him at all stages of life struggling with his sexual impulses, 
as if, he said, “another law in my members rebelled against the law of my mind, and led 
me captive under the law of sin which was in my members.”  96   After his conversion to 
Christianity, Augustine endorses sexual renunciation without hesitation, putting an end 
to years of sexual libertinism and living in concubinage. The story of his conversion sheds 
light on his troubled relationship with sexuality: “But I wretched, most wretched, in the 
very commencement of my early youth, had begged chastity of Thee, and said, ‘Give me 
chastity and continence, only not yet.’”  97   Finally abstinence triumphed: “For thou con-
vertedst me unto Thyself, so that I sought neither wife, nor any hope of this world.”  98   

 For Augustine, celibacy does remain a higher state of life on the path of spiritual 
realization, especially since the inauguration by Jesus of a spiritual kingdom, in place of 
the ancient kingdom of Israel—a new realm with no need for regeneration.  99   Augustine, 
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therefore, suggested that husbands live as if no women existed, except when they cannot 
control their libido, in which case some intemperance had to be tolerated:

  But in the married, as these things are desirable and praiseworthy, so the others are to 
be tolerated, that no lapse occur into damnable sins; that is, into fornications and adul-
teries. To escape this evil, even such embraces of husband and wife as have not procre-
ation for their object, but serve an overbearing concupiscence, are permitted, so far as 
to be within the range of forgiveness, though not prescribed by way of commandment: 
(1 Corinthians 7:6) and the married pair are enjoined not to defraud one the other, lest 
Satan should tempt them by reason of their incontinence.  100     

 The Augustinian pessimism about sexuality exerted considerable influence on Christian 
sexual morality for centuries. In the Middle Ages, controlling one’s libido became an 
obligation for all and not just monks. The priests and bishops handed out manuals for 
confessors or Penitentials to regulate lay sexuality, both in and outside marriage. Most 
of these manuals, for example, the  Summa Confessorum  by Thomas of Chobham or 
the  Decretum  of Gratian, a Camaldolese monk, imposed a barrier to the sexual drive 
of spouses by banning carnal knowledge during specific times of the liturgical calendar 
(Lent, Advent, Sundays, or holidays), or during periods imposed by female physiological 
changes (pregnancy, menstruation, or childbirth).  101   Any form of copulation opposed to 
generation was also frowned upon. Ivo of Chartres (1091–1116) seemed to be the first 
to provide a definition of what was considered against nature ( contra naturam )—the 
misuse of the genitals based on an anatomical-physiological notion.  102   Gratian repeated 
this definition by stating that a sexual act against nature surpassed fornication and adul-
tery in gravity, even incest committed against one’s mother.  103   When he attempted to 
explain Lot’s gesture, who had offered his daughters instead of the messengers who were 
in danger of being abused sexually by the people of Sodom, he turned to the authority 
of Augustine and Ambrose of Milan to assert that natural copulation was a less serious 
offense than any sexual act against nature.  104   However, the first Penitentials, for instance, 
the  Penitential of Cummean Fota , abbot of Clonfert Abbey in Ireland, provided a list of 
sins without any systematic distinction between a natural act and an act against nature. 
The severity of the misconduct rested on the status of the person, whether a bishop, a 
priest, a lay person, or a teenager.  105   Hincmar of Reims, like most writers, often used the 
word “sodomy” to represent a variety of acts “against nature,” from masturbation to 
anal penetration of a woman or a man.  106   A detailed analysis of the penitential literature 
shows adultery as generally considered far more seriously than some acts against nature. 
Thus the bishop Burchard of Worms punished more severely adultery ( adulterium ) than 
masturbation or homogenital contacts such as mutual masturbation or intercrural sex, 
the latter belonging to the category of  fornicatio .  107   With regard to anal intercourse, 
Penitentials do not classify it as a separate category but sometimes show more severity 
toward it. Thus the  Penitential of St. Columbanus  (543–615), Irish missionary to the 
land of the Franks, imposed a penance of ten years for sodomy committed by a monk 
and seven years in the case of a layman, while adultery required a sentence of three years 
in the case of a monk and one in the case of a layman.  108   Some authors did not see the 
need to deal more severely with sodomites. St. Gildas Rhuys, abbot in Wales in the sixth 
century, imposed a penance of three years for whoever engaged in natural fornication 
or sodomy.  109   In the tenth century, Regino of Pr ü m mentioned that imposed penances 
could vary considerably and gave the example of sodomy, for which some recommended 
ten years, others seven or even a year, but if the offense was habitual, more years might 
be added—five years for a lay person and fourteen years in the case of a bishop.  110   
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 Penitentials provided pastors with catalogs of sins without giving much justification 
for the difference in degrees of severity of penances. They also proposed to confessors 
interrogation techniques to obtain the penitent’s full confession. Medieval scholasticism, 
with its method of  disputatio , allowed for discussion and confrontation of different ideas 
or theories in the form of  Quaestiones  or  Summae . It, therefore, sought to create a com-
prehensive and systematic knowledge, and claimed to reconcile all that was known within 
Christian doctrine. 

 The  Summa Theologica  of Thomas Aquinas tried to approach analytically sexual mis-
conduct in general and define it more accurately than before; so that some sort of  scien-
tia sexualis   111   was on its way. Pleasures of the senses, which provide satisfaction of the 
sensitive appetite, such as that of generation or hunger, are deemed “natural”—meaning 
the subject is experiencing satisfaction in doing something pleasurable. These pleasures, 
however, can interfere with reason by their vehemence, as is the case with drinking alco-
hol.  112   As such, sexual pleasures threaten reason, which must lead one toward his per-
sonal good:

  As stated above (Q[33], A[3]), it is not the pleasures which result from an act of rea-
son, that hinder the reason or destroy prudence, but extraneous pleasures, such as the 
pleasures of the body. These indeed hinder the use of reason, as stated above (Q [33], 
A [3]), either by contrariety of the appetite that rests in something repugnant to reason, 
which makes the pleasure morally bad; or by fettering the reason: thus in conjugal inter-
course, though the pleasure be in accord with reason, yet it hinders the use of reason, 
on account of the accompanying bodily change. But in this case the pleasure is not 
morally evil; as neither is sleep, whereby the reason is fettered, morally evil, if it be taken 
according to reason: for reason itself demands that the use of reason be interrupted at 
times. We must add, however, that although this fettering of the reason through the 
pleasure of conjugal intercourse has no moral malice, since it is neither a mortal nor a 
venial sin; yet it proceeds from a kind of moral malice, namely, from the sin of our first 
parent; because, as stated in the FP, Q [98], A [2] the case was different in the state of 
innocence.  113     

 As with Augustine, sexual pleasure interferes with our natural capacity for the good, but 
Thomas acknowledges the necessity of the conjugal act for the conservation of the spe-
cies.  114   Any sexual act that seeks the enjoyment of sexual pleasure apart from what nature 
intended as its end—that is, generation—becomes a sin of lust of a particular kind, a vice 
against nature: 

 I answer that as stated above (Q [153], A [3]), the sin of lust consists in seeking vene-
real pleasure not in accordance with right reason. This may happen in two ways. First, 
in respect of the matter wherein this pleasure is sought; secondly, when, whereas there 
is due matter, other due circumstances are not observed. And since a circumstance, as 
such, does not specify a moral act, whose species is derived from its object which is also 
its matter, it follows that the species of lust must be assigned with respect to its matter 
or object. 

 Now this same matter may be discordant with right reason in two ways. First, because 
it is inconsistent with the end of the venereal act. In this way, as hindering the begetting 
of children, there is the “vice against nature,” which attaches to every venereal act from 
which generation cannot follow; and, as hindering the due upbringing and advance-
ment of the child when born, there is “simple fornication,” which is the union of an 
unmarried man with an unmarried woman.  115     
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 Thomas Aquinas affirms the existence of sexuality in Eden, before the original sin, since 
propagation of the species requires the sexual union of male and female. But that union 
of the flesh truly is uncommon in character:

  In the state of innocence nothing of this kind would have happened that was not regu-
lated by reason, not because delight of sense was less, as some say (rather indeed would 
sensible delight have been the greater in proportion to the greater purity of nature and 
the greater sensibility of the body), but because the force of concupiscence would not 
have so inordinately thrown itself into such pleasure, being curbed by reason, whose 
place it is not to lessen sensual pleasure, but to prevent the force of concupiscence from 
cleaving to it immoderately.  116     

 Thomas views sexual pleasure as a natural consequence of generation and, as such, he 
calls it a natural passion. However, any pursuit of sexual pleasure for its own sake—
pleasure as the object finality of the sexual act rather than procreation—contravenes the 
natural order established by God because “anyone who copulates for the delight which 
is in it, not referring to what nature intended for it, acts against nature.”  117   Sexual desire 
remains a source of mental disruption, but this disorder will only cause a venial sin if 
experienced within the finality of marriage.  118   The use of sexual organs for purposes 
other than procreation, even in marriage, derives from an inordinate desire and consti-
tutes a serious sin of lust:

  And every such act is evidently disordered of its very self, since we call every that is not 
properly related to its requisite end a disordered act. For example, eating is disordered if 
it be not properly related to bodily health, for which as end eating is ordained. And the 
end of using of genital organs is to beget and educate offspring, and so every use of the 
aforementioned organs that is not related to begetting and properly educating offspring 
is as much disordered. And every act of the aforementioned organs outside the sexual 
union of a man and a woman is obviously unsuitable for begetting offspring.  119     

 Thomas Aquinas considers any disordered emission of semen as an attack on human life, 
based on Aristotelian embryology, which held that sperm contained a human being in 
potential since the male was seen as the only active partner in generation.  120   

 Vice against nature frustrates right reason because man does not fulfill his own good, 
the propagation of the species.  121   The  Summa Theologica  lists four sexual acts against 
nature: masturbation ( mollities ), bestiality ( bestialitas ), sodomy ( sodomiticum vitium ), 
and unnatural manners of copulation ( innaturalis concubendi modus ).  122   The definition 
of sodomy will be explained in the next section. Remember that it is part of a number of 
nonprocreative acts, which according to Aquinas are based on a misuse of nature and, as 
such, are sins more serious than other wrongdoings, which make proper use of genital 
organs, such as adultery, rape, or incest.  123   

 The Protestant reformers rehabilitated sexual pleasure and enhanced marital intimacy. 
A new appreciation for conjugality was facilitated, inter alia, by the fact that Luther and 
Calvin abolished the celibacy of priests and the sacramental nature of marriage.  124   In 
1563, the Tridentine Decree  Tametsi  reacted to the Reformers’ new conception of mar-
riage. It proclaimed the sacramental nature of marriage, and added to it a certain juridical 
formalism with the requirement of banns and solemnity ensured by the attendance of 
witnesses. With these measures, marriage sees itself removed from the sphere of private 
individual contracts, if not often clandestine unions, which had previously favored a mul-
titude of ambiguous situations, among which flourished bigamy. The Council of Trent 



Christianity 101

did not discuss conjugal love as such, but the Protestant approach influenced the vision 
of Catholic moral theology, which now sought to make room for it in a more prominent 
way than in the medieval period. Thus, the  Catechism of the Council of Trent  defines 
natural attraction between the sexes as the first good of marriage, taking precedence over 
childbearing.  125   After the Reformation, the Council of Trent had no choice, and had to 
show greater consideration for the daily concerns of lay people, including their sex life. 
The solutions proposed by the church could no longer rely on an authoritarian view 
of the church, but had to call, in a greater fashion than before, for personal autonomy 
and freedom of conscience. A new style began to pervade the field of moral theology, 
probabilism. This approach promoted practical reasoning in the study of individual cases. 
In a given situation, the individual conscience is most of the time confronted by oppos-
ing views. One, then, needs to follow an inner voice, and not infer the conduct to be 
adopted from universal principles.  126   In matters of sexual morality, this new view urged 
for a greater emphasis on erotic pleasure in a relationship. Tom á s S á nchez (1550–1610) 
and Alphonsus de Liguori (1696–1787) did not impute any wrong to sex preliminaries, 
and they authorized female postcoital masturbation, given the fact that men reached 
orgasm faster than women. In his  De Sancto Sacramento Matrimonii , Sanchez reversed 
the traditional view on the gravity of the vice against nature by emphasizing that anal 
intercourse and coitus interruptus were preferable to vaginal penetration in extramarital 
relations, because they safeguarded the sanctity of marriage and the well-being of women 
in avoiding the birth of an illegitimate child.  127   Spouses could also keep their sexual 
fantasies alive without guilt in order to facilitate copulation.  128   In short, post-Tridentine 
moral theology allowed for a greater affirmation of the legitimacy of sexuality in marriage 
and a greater expression of emotions between spouses. It, thus, signaled the introduction 
of the modern family in the private sphere and greater freedom for the spouses in the 
expression of their sexuality.  129   

 Male masturbation generally still was severely judged by most post-Tridentine moral-
ists because it was regarded as an act deliberately opposed to generation. Yet, the moral-
ists’ focus moved from the act itself and its outcome—discharge of semen—to the sexual 
actor struggling with his instincts. These moralists turned their attention to the mastur-
bator’s mental predispositions—desire ( desiderium ) and fantasies ( delectatio morosa )—
which could trigger the act or accompany it. Thus, the Carmelite School of Salamanca, 
known as  Salmanticenses , required from the penitent that he described in confession 
impure thoughts or fantasies experienced during masturbation, because fantasy was a sin, 
in addition to the sin of a disordered emission of seed.  130   Unlike the concerns expressed 
by the desert fathers, the discourse then changes. We are no longer confronted solely 
with the danger of morning erections or involuntary waste of semen ( periculum pol-
lutionis ) that may result from sexual fantasies in dreams. The combination of peevish 
delight or  delectatio morosa  and masturbation refers to a libidinal economy that runs 
without external stimuli, since it is the nature of this kind of pleasure to imagine a sexual 
act, and delight in it, knowing full well that it cannot be consummated in reality.  131   
To emphasize the imaginary dimension of masturbation, the Dominican Ren é  Charles 
Billuart (1685–1757) defined the specificity of the sin of masturbation ( mollities ) by 
the absence of coitus ( extra omnem concubitum ), while other moralists defined an act 
against nature as “ ad vas indebitum ”—the use of an improper receptacle.  132   What wor-
ried ethicists after Trent was that in masturbation, the libido often embraces an intra-
psychic object, in which it voluntarily takes great delight to the point of orgasm ( cum 
commotione spirituum ).  133   Authors such as the sixteenth-century French Franciscan 
theologian Jean Benedicti noted the risk of narcissism in masturbation.  134   Efforts by vari-
ous post-Tridentine moralists to promote a degree of marital intimacy were supported 
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by more repressive measures against the excesses of sexuality, especially in men, who 
could imperil the domestic ideal. The bourgeois ideal of self-control and rationality is 
somehow reflected in the moralists’ attacks against masturbation. They viewed it not 
only as a disorderly emission of semen, but also as a source of hyperexcitability and lack 
of control of the individual, who behaved like an animal or a degenerate aristocrat.  135   
This lack of control over male sexuality had been the subject for concern in the past but 
mostly regarding wet dreams experienced by persons who had taken a vow of chastity. 
With post-Tridentine moralists, the male body now becomes a source of anxiety, the field 
of involuntary movements that can bamboozle the new male aesthetics of controlled 
behavior and reveal his servile animal condition.  136   

 Accordingly, Flandrin is surely right about the unprecedented attention given to 
solitary vice in the literature of the moralists, from the seventeenth to the nineteenth 
century—especially when he sees it as an unprecedented attempt in the West to control 
the premarital sexuality of young men and not only that of girls.  137   With industrializa-
tion and urbanization, increased education and a belated age for marriage, the regula-
tion of sexuality of single males becomes a matter of public hygiene or social reform. 
Several moralists rely on the medical view of masturbation. Since the publication in 
1760 of Dr. Samuel Tissot’s famous essay— L’Onanisme: Dissertation sur les maladies 
produites par la masturbation— several campaigns against masturbation illustrated the 
dangers of masturbation for men’s health. The Trappist Jean Pierre Corneille Debreyne 
(1786–1867), theologian and doctor of medicine, mirrored how the discourse was still 
in continuity with the post-Tridentine view, even though the language was borrowed 
from medicine: “It seems that the frequency of masturbation is a direct result of the 
development of the nervous system.”  138   The French Abb é  G. Jacquemet wrote this cut-
ting remark: “To begin with, impurity equals emotional squander.”  139   The masturbator 
presents a deteriorated physical appearance, marked by general weakness and pallor, but 
above all a moral decay in which “the young victims of this unfortunate and shameful 
passion lose more or less memory, intelligence, become stupid, foolish.”  140   The clergy, 
together with educators and physicians, instill chastity by attacking the “shameful vice” 
that threatens young males who are often struggling with idleness, particularly in indus-
trialized cities where they come looking for a job.  141   

 Several authors have shown that a large portion of the faithful, from the second half of 
the nineteenth century, stop applying with rigor the religious teachings on sexuality and 
fertility. Urban industrial capitalism imposes new economic requirements that are putting 
new pressures on domesticity and the traditional family unit. Many traditional large fam-
ily units have a hard time making both ends meet, and popular logic and common sense 
take precedence over natalistic, religious discourse.  142   Several social reform movements 
appeared in Europe and America, promoting and protecting traditional family values 
by fighting against what they called public debauchery or prostitution, pornographic 
material and obscene shows, as well as homosexuality.  143   These social purity campaigns 
primarily targeted male sexuality because men enjoyed ample freedom, due to the separa-
tion of family and work space—a consequence of industrialized urbanization.  144   These 
crusades were largely the result of the Anglo-Protestant bourgeoisie in the United States, 
the United Kingdom, and Canada, but it often rallied the Catholic Church, as in the case 
of Quebec, in the hope to gain reform legislation that would fight against the scourge of 
immorality in all its forms.  145   

 In the turmoil, the Catholic Church wished to preserve the indissolubility of a monog-
amous marriage against the growing threats of divorce or common-law unions, which, 
in its view, threatened the social contract based on the traditional sacrament of marriage. 
Pope Leo XIII wrote in his Encyclical  Arcanum Divinae  of 1880:
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  When the Christian religion is reflected and repudiated, marriage sinks of necessity 
into the slavery of man’s vicious nature and vile passions, and finds but little protec-
tion in the help of natural goodness. A very torrent of evil has flowed from this source, 
not only into private families, but also into States. For, the salutary fear of God being 
removed, and there being no longer that refreshment in toil which is nowhere more 
abounding than in the Christian religion, it very often happens, as indeed is natural, 
that the mutual services and duties of marriage seem almost unbearable.  146     

 Influenced by neo-Malthusian ideas, some theologians opted for disregarding coitus 
interruptus, as did Father Jean-Baptiste Bouvier. In 1843, he obtained from the Apostolic 
Penitentiary in the Vatican guidelines authorizing confessors to avoid systematically 
interrogating spouses in confession on their sexual practices. Without endorsing onan-
ism as a contraceptive method, this policy of silence corresponded to tacit agreement. 
Tolerance would, however, not last long. A few years later, the Holy Office required 
confessors to inquire about this practice during confessions.  147   The Vatican’s position 
became even more demanding, as is reflected by Pope Pius XI in his Encyclical of 1930, 
 Casti connubii : 

 And now, Venerable Brethren, we shall explain in detail the evils opposed to each of 
the benefits of matrimony. First consideration is due to the offspring, which many 
have the boldness to call the disagreeable burden of matrimony and which they say 
is to be carefully avoided by married people not through virtuous continence (which 
Christian law permits in matrimony when both parties consent) but by frustrating 
the marriage act. Some justify this criminal abuse on the ground that they are weary 
of children and wish to gratify their desires without their consequent burden. Others 
say that they cannot, on the one hand, remain continent nor on the other can they 
have children because of the difficulties whether on the part of the mother or family 
circumstances. 

 But no reason, however grave, may be put forward by which anything intrinsically 
against nature may become conformable to nature and morally good. Since, therefore, 
the conjugal act is destined primarily by nature for the begetting of children, those who 
in exercising it deliberately frustrate its natural power and purpose sin against nature 
and commit a deed which is shameful and intrinsically vicious. 

 Small wonder, therefore, if Holy Writ bears witness that the Divine Majesty regards 
with greatest detestation this horrible crime and at times has punished it with death. 
As St. Augustine notes, “Intercourse even with one’s legitimate wife is unlawful and 
wicked where the conception of the offspring is prevented. Onan, the son of Juda, did 
this and the Lord killed him for it.”  148     

 Pope Paul VI’s Encyclical  Humanae vitae  followed the same path, stating that spouses 
could not act freely with respect to birth control.  149   Their behavior is dictated by the 
intentionality of the sexual act intended by God, fertility. The concept of “responsible 
parenthood,” brought forward by the encyclical, limits its application to natural contra-
ceptive methods, which concur with women’s fertility cycle.  150   It also hardens the tone 
vis- à -vis neo-Malthusian ethics and family planning:

  Neither is it valid to argue, as a justification for sexual intercourse which is deliberately 
contraceptive, that a lesser evil is to be preferred to a greater one, or that such inter-
course would merge with procreative acts of past and future to form a single entity, 
and so be qualified by exactly the same moral goodness as these. Though it is true that 
sometimes it is lawful to tolerate a lesser moral evil in order to avoid a greater evil or 
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in order to promote a greater good, “it is never lawful, even for the gravest reasons, to 
do evil that good may come of it”—in other words, to intend directly something which 
of its very nature contradicts the moral order, and which must, therefore, be judged 
unworthy of man, even though the intention is to protect or promote the welfare of an 
individual, of a family or of society in general. Consequently, it is a serious error to think 
that a whole married life of otherwise normal relations can justify sexual intercourse 
which is deliberately contraceptive and so intrinsically wrong.  151     

 While reiterating the church’s traditional doctrine on birth control, John Paul II’s 
Apostolic Exhortation  Familiaris Consortio  offers a personalist approach to sexuality, 
highlighting marriage as a close loving communion, based on family and society.  152   
According to John Paul II, the family is threatened by a new understanding of free-
dom as self-assertion: the family is now threatened by “corruption of the idea and the 
experience of freedom, conceived not as a capacity for realizing the truth of God’s plan 
for marriage and family, but as an autonomous power of self-affirmation, often against 
others, for one’s own selfish well-being.”  153   Some speak of a refreshing positive vision of 
sexuality in what is called John Paul II’s “theology of the body,” set out in his Wednesday 
Audiences, from 1979 to 1984. There, the pope indeed developed a complex theological 
anthropology that focused on the “nuptial meaning of the body,” which expresses the 
pure and untainted communion existing between Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. 
The lack of shame they felt at the sight of their naked bodies illustrates the sheer natural 
capacity of the sexual body, male and female, to express love, the complete gift of oneself 
to the other. The unity found in this love between man and woman is a reflection of the 
love of God within the Trinity. However, this perfect communion of persons was broken 
with the Fall, which obscures the spirit and allows the body to be faced with carnal desire 
and lust:

  Lust in general—and the lust of the body in particular—attacks this “sincere giving.” 
It deprives man of the dignity of giving, which is expressed by his body through femi-
ninity and masculinity. In a way it depersonalizes man, making him an object “for the 
other.” Instead of being “together with the other”—a subject in unity, in the sacra-
mental unity of the body—man becomes an object for man, the female for the male 
and vice versa.  154     

 For John Paul II, the teachings of  Humane Vitae  with respect to the procreative act 
fit in well with his own theological anthropology of sexuality as an expression of the 
gift of love. Conjugal chastity and continence combined with natural contraceptive 
methods fall within the need to discipline the carnal desire aimed at sexual gratifica-
tion.  155   Unfortunately, John Paul II’s position, while recognizing a certain value to 
the sexual body, remains tinted with the Augustinian dire consequences he attributes 
to the original sin. His views on lust are designed in such a way that it becomes dif-
ficult to acknowledge sexual pleasure positively.  156   Nowhere is sexual gratification per 
se hailed as a form of personal fulfillment, which may contribute to enrichment of the 
communion between two persons. However, a dysfunctional sexual life within marriage 
may engender division and problems that threaten the stability of a union. It should 
also be mentioned that the way John Paul II ties sexuality and gender into some kind 
of natural ontic order also prevents him from contemplating any expression of sex other 
than heterosexual. 

 In its document on sexual ethics titled  Persona Humana , the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith recognizes the divine plan for marriage and family in the immutable 
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natural law inscribed in the human heart by God.  157   This same document also believes 
that homosexuality and masturbation are serious violations of this objective natural 
order. 

 In the twentieth century, Reformed churches have instead succumbed to pressure 
from neo-Malthusians, and have validated contraception, which was originally also 
judged in a negative way by Luther and Calvin. In his  Commentary on the Book of Genesis , 
Luther attacked those who acted against nature and committed the sin of Onan (coitus 
interruptus), a “sodomitical vice” worse than incest or adultery. After having condemned 
contraception in a strong way in 1908, the Lambeth Conference of Bishops of 1930, 
which brought together Anglican Bishops from around the world, moved in favor of 
the use of various contraceptive methods other than abstinence. Pope Pius XI reacted 
against this position in  Casti Connubii .  158   Most Reformed churches quickly followed the 
position adopted at Lambeth, even among the more conservative evangelical churches in 
the United States. The issue of abortion, however, brought some Evangelical churches 
to revert to the traditional anticontraceptive position expressed by Luther, Calvin, and 
even  Humane Vitae . 

 The history of Christianity has portrayed woman as being subordinate to man, from 
the creation story in Genesis, where she derives her existence from Adam’s rib, up to the 
New Testament. The apostle Paul writes: “A man ought not to cover his head, since he 
is the image and glory of God; but woman is the glory of man. For man did not come 
from woman, but woman from man; neither was man created for woman, but woman 
for man.”  159   The story of the original sin depicts Eve as the seductress who will take with 
her in death Adam and his descendants. As a result of this sin, she will give birth in pain 
and will be under the domination of her husband: “I will make your pains in childbearing 
very severe; with painful labor you will give birth to children. Your desire will be for your 
husband, and he will rule over you.”  160   

 The subordination of women was also strongly voiced by the church fathers. Augustine 
commented on the creation story:

  The natural order is also that women in society obey husbands, and children parents: 
the reason for this is that, in fact, the weakest brain submits to the strongest. In matters 
of command and obedience, the obvious justice is that those who excel in reason, pre-
vail also in power: and when that order is disturbed in this world, either by the iniquity 
of man, or by the different species of animals, the just must endure this disorder over 
time, knowing they will enjoy in eternity true happiness, in full compliance with this 
order.  161     

 Other statements may also be interpreted in support of gender equality. For example, 
Paul said in Galatians: “For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed your-
selves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there 
male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”  162   Jesus himself did condemn adul-
tery, male and female.  163   Rodney Stark provides ample evidence for women’s attraction 
and conversion to Christianity because of its opposition to female infanticide and abor-
tion.  164   However, the fact remains that the majority discourse within Christianity fails to 
challenge the hierarchical arrangement of gender roles. The model of the  Paterfamilias  
has triumphed—at least until very recently—with full authority over women and chil-
dren. In this vision, not only could a woman not hold public or government office, but 
she was clearly considered as legally incapacitated, under her husband’s guardianship. 
There are of course women who have managed to emancipate within Christianity and 
have had some influence—Mary mother of Jesus, Teresa of Avila, Hildegard of Bingen, 
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Catherine of Siena, and so on. Their personal spiritual achievement, however, has failed 
to cause a reversal of the dominant patriarchal discourse. 

 Luther’s acceptance of the universal priesthood of believers might have indicated a 
greater openness to gender equality, but women remained excluded from the pastorate 
until the mid-nineteenth century, if not until the twentieth century in the majority of 
Reformed churches. Even the ideas of the French Revolution did not change this misog-
ynist scheme. The  Napoleonic Code  of 1804 considered the wife to be under the guard-
ianship of her husband. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, one of the fathers of the Revolution, 
wrote in  Emile , “Formed to obey a creature so imperfect as man, a creature often vicious 
and always faulty, she should early learn to submit to injustice and to suffer the wrongs 
inflicted on her by her husband without complaint.”  165   Industrial capitalism brought dis-
ruption to the traditional family, especially with women’s work outside the home. Women 
were no longer confined to their role as mothers and educators in the home. Toward the 
end of the nineteenth century, the churches, Catholic and Protestant, adopted a defen-
sive strategy to protect the family. It aimed primarily at preserving the traditional roles 
of men and women within the family. Both parties attempted to strengthen the role of 
wives and mothers to curb women’s work outside the home, which was considered a seri-
ous transgression of gender roles.  166   In Quebec, the episcopate and the clergy, including 
the Jesuits and their magazine  Relations , waged a relentless campaign against women’s 
emancipation through labor. Not only is the working woman accused of abandoning her 
young in a nursery, but she is accused of altering her feminine nature by wearing over-
alls, smoking cigarettes, and carrying a lunch box, like male workers.  167   Even nowadays, 
Cardinal Ratzinger, the previous Pope Benedict XVI, has stated that gender differentia-
tion is imposed by nature, engraved in biology, a kind of fundamentalist view of gen-
der differentiation, so to speak.  168   Complementarity between the sexes is not conducive 
of real equality but remains marked by the subordination of women whose existential 
meaning depends on another person, as is clearly shown by motherhood, which essen-
tially characterizes her personality. 

 The majority of Christian churches today have a more positive view of the role of 
women in society and the church. Not only do they recognize the right of women to 
work and hold public office but, today, several denominations allow the entry of women 
in the ministry. Despite pronouncements in favor of women’s work, the Catholic Church 
always seems to cling to its views on the traditional family unit and the maternal role of 
women.  169   Such is the case with the Exhortation  Familiaris Consortio :

  There is no doubt that the equal dignity and responsibility of men and women fully jus-
tifies women’s access to public functions. On the other hand, the true advancement of 
women requires that clear recognition be given to the value of their maternal and family 
role, by comparison with all other public roles and all other professions. Furthermore, 
these roles and professions should be harmoniously combined, if we wish the evolution 
of society and culture to be truly and fully human.  170     

 While trying to uphold the equal dignity of women, the Vatican objects to the ordination 
of women, invoking a secular tradition within the church that goes back to Jesus himself 
who did not appoint female apostles.  171    

  Homosexuality 
 The founder of Christianity did not speak on the issue of homosexual relations. The  Epistle 
to the Romans  is the first Christian document with a clear reference to homosexuality. 
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The Apostle Paul addressed those who, having recognized God’s existence through his 
creation, got subsequently caught up in anthropomorphic or zoomorphic representa-
tions of the divine. This wrongdoing caused these people to engage in sexual disorders:

  Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women exchanged 
natural sexual relations for unnatural ones ( μετ  ή  λλαξαν   τ  ὴ  ν   φυσικ  ὴ  ν   χρ  ῆ  σιν   ε  ἰ  ς   τ  ὴ  ν  
 παρ  ὰ   φ  ύ  σιν ). In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women 
and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed shameful acts with other 
men, and received in themselves the due penalty for their error.  172     

 The words “natural” and “unnatural” and the theme of homosexual acts associated with 
idolatry situate Paul’s commitment in the wake of texts from Hellenistic Judaism on the 
same subject: those of Philo of Alexandria, or the  Wisdom of Solomon  and  Testament of 
Naphtali . Paul does not specify the nature of these sexual improprieties, except that the 
acts are between persons of the same sex. He does not intend to make homosexuality 
the main focus of his remarks; it is a metaphor for the alienation of the creature against 
its Creator. Moreover, the apostle further specifies that this estrangement leads to other 
forms of sin: envy, murder, deceit, and so on.  173   But what is this estrangement? The 
influence of Stoicism on Hellenistic Judaism was mentioned in the previous chapter, so 
there is no need to discuss it here. Paul uses in this passage from  Romans  an expression 
dear to the Stoics, the “natural use” ( τ  ὴ  ν   φυσικ  ὴ  ν   χρ  ῆ  σιν ) of sexual pleasure, that is 
to say, experiencing pleasure without excessive passion. For the Stoics, the danger lies 
in desire, when craving becomes the cause for excess.  174   Philo of Alexandria attributed 
the origin of homosexual passion to a lifestyle dominated by hedonism and luxury. This 
lifestyle leads man to excessive use ( μεγ  ί  στη   δ’  ἀ  ρχ  ὴ   κακ  ῶ  ν ) of pleasures, as it happened 
to the inhabitants of Sodom who enjoyed a life of luxury and material wealth without any 
sharing.  175   Lack of control of the sexual urge ( ἐ  πιθυμ  ί  ας ) leads men to defy what nature 
dictates ( τ  ὸ  ν   τ  ῆ  ς   φ  ύ  σεως   ν  ό  μον ), and they then engage in all forms of vices: gluttony, 
drunkenness, and adultery. Philo adds to this list of orgies homosexual acts that show 
gender inversion, because those who engage in them behave effeminately, and let their 
bodies endorse feminine grace ( τ  ὰ   σ  ώ  ματα   μαλακ  ό  τητι   κα  ὶ   θρ  ύ  ψει   γυναικο  ῦ  ντες ). 
This behavior is not addressed as such by Paul in Romans, but he does not seem to be 
totally unfamiliar with it, since he rates effeminate males ( μαλακο  ὶ ) and homosexuals 
( ἀ  ρσενοκο  ῖ  ται ) alongside thieves, drunkards, and adulterers, among those who will not 
inherit the Kingdom.  176   

 Clement of Alexandria took the same arguments against pederastic homosexuality as 
Philo, particularly when he focused on the so-called Alexandrian rule, which admitted as 
legitimate sexual relations only those intended to procreate within a monogamous mar-
riage.  177   Clement thinks that an insatiable sexual appetite drives men to use boys sexually, 
as if they were girls. He develops his argument by employing the image of the hyper-
sexuality of the hare, which he believed had many anuses, and the hyena, which displayed 
a third opening under the tail, other than the anus and the vagina, thereby facilitating 
sexual relations at all times, as well as homosexual relations.  178   John Chrysostom (347–
407) read in the Sodom narrative against pederasty divine retribution,  179   and added that 
homosexuality was wrong because it had its origin in excess:

  And reflect too how significantly he uses his words. For he does not say that they were 
enamoured of, and lusted after one another, but, “they burned in their lust one toward 
another.” You see that the whole of desire comes of an exorbitancy which endureth 
not to abide within its proper limits. For everything which transgresseth the laws by 
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God appointed, lusteth after monstrous things and not those which be customary. 
For as many oftentimes having left the desire of food get to feed upon earth and small 
stones, and others being possessed by excessive thirst often long even for mire, thus 
these also ran into this ebullition of lawless love. But if you say, and whence came this 
intensity of lust? It was from the desertion of God: and whence is the desertion of God? 
From the lawlessness of them that left Him; “men with men working that which is 
unseemly.”  180     

 He also echoed the Judaic objection to anal sex relations, based on the transgression of 
gender roles. Homosexuality generates a true battle of the sexes:

  It was meet, that the twain should be one, I mean the woman and the man. For “the 
twain,” it says, “shall be one flesh” (Gen. 2: 24). But the desire of intercourse effected, 
and united the sexes to one another. This desire the devil having taken away, and having 
turned the course thereof into another fashion, he thus sundered the sexes from one 
another, and made the one to become two parts in opposition to the law of God. For 
it says, “the two shall be one flesh;” but he divided the one flesh into two: here then is 
one war. Again, these same two parts he provoked to war both against themselves and 
against one another.  181     

 From Paul to Clement of Alexandria or John Chrysostom, the “natural use” of pleasure 
never refers to a specific configuration of sexual desire, which indicates a preference of 
the subject for a partner of the same sex. The expression rather means the use of sexual 
pleasures with moderation, that is to say, sex in the conjugal bed for procreation. 

 The authors of medieval Penitentials did not clearly define what they meant by sod-
omy. The context is not always homosexual, except for St. Columba and Burchard, bishop 
of Worms.  182   Among nonprocreative practices, heterosexual or homosexual oral sex was 
frowned upon, according to Theodore of Canterbury.  183   The  Liber Gomorrhianus  of 
Peter Damian described sodomy as a vice against nature ( contra naturam vitium ), pri-
marily homosexual, but he did not limit it to anal penetration. Sodomy, he said, included 
four different vices: masturbation ( propriis minibus ), mutual masturbation ( inter se ), 
interfemoral ( inter femora ) sex, and anal penetration ( in terga ).  184   

 Ambiguity and confusion hence marked the penitential literature on the subject of 
sex, sometimes with unexpected insistence on masturbation and homogenital contacts. 
One has to consider that this genre is often the creation of monks in search of discipline 
in the monastic life, which would account for a greater emphasis on such practices, more 
so than adultery.  185   The author of the  Liber Gomorrhianus  wanted to convince Pope Leo 
IX to act swiftly to curb the vice of sodomy because it plagued the clergy. Peter Damian 
proposed the removal of sodomites from monastic orders, including adepts of the solitary 
vice and all those who engaged in homogenital contacts, such as mutual masturbation, 
fellatio, or anal intercourse. For him, the categorization of punishments based on the 
frequency and nature of the act, as advocated by the authors of Penitentials, was useless. 
He denounced the bishops’ silence regarding the growth of the vice, and he reported 
the difficulty of eradicating the scourge because sodomites confessed among themselves. 
 Chapter 17  of the  Liber  provides an explanation for the ferocious attack conducted by its 
author: sodomites threaten the medieval social and cultural order because they destroy 
the frontiers between the masculine and the feminine, between active and passive roles 
in sexual relations.  186   Many of Peter Damian’s attacks targeted the bishops themselves, 
who did not fear a life of debauchery with women and men, even among the clergy.  187   
The pope, while describing these actions as despicable, did not welcome the severity of 
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Peter Damian’s arguments. Bishops had clerics and boys ( laici puri ) at their personal 
service in their bedrooms, which was an occasion for sexual improprieties that led Pope 
Gregory the Great to ask bishops to hire mature clerics for these tasks, individuals with 
irreproachable conduct.  188   In the second chapter, it was mentioned that companionship 
of a boy helper or a novice was widespread in Buddhist monasteries, in Japan and China. 
Many of the stories recounted did mention or allude to sexual misconduct happening 
in an all-male environment. A similar scenario unfolded in Christian eremitic enclosures 
during the late Antiquity or the Middle Ages.  189   

 As in medieval Hebrew and Arabic poetry, although less extensive, a Christian poetry 
in praise of love affairs with boys did exist. It was mainly the work of Latin poets belong-
ing to the Loire School. Interestingly, all these poets were bishops: Marbod of Rennes 
(1035–1123), Baldric of Bourgueil (1046–1130), and Hildebert of Lavandin (1056–
1133). Even if they speak in the first person, it remains unclear whether their works are 
autobiographic or literary fiction, just like the works of ancient poets Ovid and Martial. 
These authors let their literary imagination wander into erotic descriptions of male love 
and, then, end paradoxically their fantasies with religious disapproval.  190   Were some of 
them among those sodomites—bishops and clergy—that Peter Damian reported? It is 
impossible to affirm decidedly. In any case, their complacent recourse to homoerotic 
fancies remains difficult to justify by purely aesthetic motives, when the ultimate goal 
they pursue seems its reprobation. Religious discourse often uses sexual metaphors—het-
erosexual, homosexual, or even transsexual—to express mystical union with the divine, 
not human depravation. Yet the confession of homosexual attractions, described with 
emphasis, seems to be part of a cleansing process that ultimately leads to their rejec-
tion. Boy love becomes the prism through which the poet expresses the redemption of a 
natural order that has been subverted. However, Bishop Wulfstan of Worcester seemed 
more open and guiltless, as it is recorded by the historian monk William of Malmesbury 
(c. 1095/96–c. 1143):

  Boys of elegant appearance he marked out by fondling them with his holy hands and 
kissing them [ sane pueros elegantis formae dignanter sacrarum manuum tactu et oscu-
lis demulcens ], for he embraced in them the grace of God’s handiwork. He drew a 
moral from the beauty of their features, often exclaiming: “How beautiful must be the 
Creator who makes such beautiful creatures!”  191     

 John Boswell probably should have shown more caution when applying the expres-
sion “gay subculture” to this kind of homoerotic literature, which disappeared with the 
decline of Rome and resurfaced between 1050 and 1150.  192   Peter Damian’s attacks, 
and those of many others like him, who were scandalized to see sodomy so widespread 
among the clergy, should be read in the broader context of the corruption of sexual mor-
als in the clergy, who feared neither adultery, nor having concubines, nor homosexual-
ity.  193   Some monastic rules, including that of St. Pachomius, St. Basil, and St. Benedict, 
had tried to prevent physical contact between monks, specifically to eliminate promiscu-
ity with young aspirants and avoid all forms of sexual intimacy.  194   The Third Lateran 
Council, in 1179, aimed precisely at reforming the morals of the clergy: it punished the 
priests who would not renounce their cohabitation with their concubine by revoking 
the benefit of clergy. It also punished incontinence against nature ( illa incontinentia 
qua contra naturam ). In the latter case, the clergy had to quit their office and retire to 
a monastery, while lay persons were excommunicated. For the first time, an Ecumenical 
Council directly punished the culprits, and the Fourth Lateran Council went even fur-
ther by enabling criminal sanctions. 
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 The first goal of Penitential literature was to quell wrongful acts through confession 
without paying attention to any theological foundation for an ethics of sex. This was 
later achieved by scholastic theology. To attain this end, scholastic theologians referred 
to animal behavior in particular and the idea of nature. The metaphor of nature and its 
teachings played a pivotal role in the development and definition of Roman natural law. 
The  Justinian Code  expounds natural law in the light of what nature teaches us about 
marriage, procreation, and child rearing, through animal behavior.  195   The medieval liter-
ary genre of the Bestiary used animal behavior to incite human moral behavior. These 
works were often inspired by ancient texts such as the anonymous  Physiologus , or the 
 Epistle of Barnabas , which connected the prohibition found in Mosaic Law regarding the 
consumption of the flesh of certain animals to their aberrant sexual behavior. Thence, 
the hyena would change sex every year, the hare would develop a new anus yearly, and 
the weasel practiced fellatio.  196   Peter Damian also made use of animal metaphors, saying 
that two stallions grazed peacefully together in a meadow, and that only the presence of 
a mare managed to elicit their sexual appetite.  197   

 In  The Complaint of Nature  ( De Planctu Naturae ), the theologian Alain de Lille (c. 
1128–1202) insisted upon the allegorical virtues of nature as a teacher ( natura doctor ). 
The work was intended as an argument in favor of heterosexual fertility, featuring the 
Goddess Nature; disparaging homosexual acts without ever naming them, or designating 
them as sodomy. He was probably the first to exploit systematically the unspeakable char-
acter ( monstra nefanda ) of this infamous vice, which defied the grammar of Nature—like 
a hammer (penis) pounding a sterile anvil (anus):

  The sex of active nature trembles shamefully at the way in which it declines into passive 
nature. Man is made woman, he blackens the honor of his sex, the craft of magic Venus 
makes him of double gender. He is both predicate and subject, he becomes likewise of 
two declensions, he pushes the laws of grammar too far. He, though made by Nature’s 
skill, barbarously denies that he is a man. Art does not please him, but rather artifice; 
even that artificiality cannot be called metaphor; rather it sinks into viciousness. He is 
too fond of logic, with whom a simple conversion causes the rights of Nature to perish. 
He strikes on an anvil which emits no sparks. The very hammer deforms its own anvil. 
The spirit of the womb imprints no seal on matter, but rather the plowshare plows 
along a sterile beach.  198     

 Albert the Great, who studied animal behavior, warned against the dangers of an overac-
tive sex life: hemorrhage, nervousness, and tremors. He did acknowledge sexuality as a 
natural phenomenon and, as such, he did not see it as resulting from the original sin.  199   
Sodomy did offend him because it contradicted human reason and violated nature.  200   
The learned Dominican identified as lust ( luxuria ) any form of sexual pleasure that went 
against what nature intended for the reproduction of the species. Procreation had its 
source in the complementarity of unalike genitalia, that is, male and female.  201   

 From the eleventh century, poets, philosophers, and theologians sought to ground 
moral action more systematically on the universal laws derived from nature. Some authors 
even believed that sexuality expressed a law of nature, and did not derive from sin.  202   An 
anonymous poem of the twelfth century,  Quam Pravus est Mos  ( A Perverse Custom ), dis-
cussed the perversity of boy love. The practice was deemed against nature because it was 
absent from the animal kingdom.  203   However, the use of the animal realm had no empiri-
cal basis. Modern animal science has documented the existence of homogenital contacts 
among animal species.  204   The Augustinian idea of a disorder arising from the sexual 
appetite, nonetheless, continued to prevail among the great masters of Scholasticism. 
Referring explicitly to Augustine, Aquinas maintained that  
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  beasts are without reason. In this way, man becomes, as it were, like them in coition, 
because he cannot moderate concupiscence. In the state of innocence, nothing of this 
kind would have happened that was not regulated by reason, not because delight of 
sense was less, as some say (rather indeed would sensible delight have been the greater 
in proportion to the greater purity of nature and the greater sensibility of the body), 
but because the force of concupiscence would not have so inordinately thrown itself 
into such pleasure, being curbed by reason, whose place it is not to lessen sensual plea-
sure, but to prevent the force of concupiscence from cleaving to it immoderately.  205     

 The  Summa Theologica  ascertained four sexual acts against nature: masturbation, bes-
tiality, sodomy, and improper modes of copulation. Usually, the  vitium sodomiticum  
denounced these four practices indiscriminately. Yet, Thomas specifically circumscribed 
homogenital contacts, male or female, to “copulation with an undue sex ( ad non debitum 
sexum ), male with male, or female with female, as the Apostle states (Romans, 1:27): 
and this is called the ‘vice of sodomy.’”  206   The vice against nature is particularly serious 
because it directly violates the order of nature intended by God for the conservation of 
the species, which is not the case, for example, in rape, adultery, or incest committed 
by a father on his daughter.  207   Adulterers or rapists lack charity but do not violate the 
natural order. Acts against nature fall under the category of the most serious sins of lust 
and, among them,  vitium sodomiticum  lodges second only to bestiality. By restricting the 
definition of sodomy to acts  ad non debitum sexum , not only is the issue of the disordered 
emission of seed condemned, but the aberration is now assigned to the choice of the 
sexual object, which defies the natural complementarity of the two sexes. The meaning 
of sodomy found in the  Liber Gomorrhianus  or the works of decretalists such as Ivo of 
Chartres and Gratian was narrowed down. 

 Parallel to the theological charge just observed, the thirteenth century provided an 
opportunity for a more efficient repression against homosexual acts by ecclesiastical 
authorities. In 1233, Pope Gregory IX wanted to end the Cathar heresy (Albigensians) 
in Occitania, and he implemented the Tribunal of the Inquisition, staffed by Dominicans 
and Franciscans. The Cathar doctrine was influenced by Gnosticism and Manichaeism, 
and it resembled that of the Bogomils of Bulgaria and Bosnia Herzegovina, with whom 
they had forged ties. Despite the triumph of the Crusade against the Albigensians and the 
surrender of their patron, Count Raymond VI of Toulouse, Gregory IX failed to obtain 
the count’s assistance in denouncing the Cathars. Like many early Gnostic-inspired sects 
of the early Christian centuries, the Albigensians rejected marriage and procreation, 
which only projected the imprisonment of the soul in a physical body. Very quickly 
in the popular imagination, Cathars and Bogomils became identified with nonprocre-
ative sexual acts, including homosexuality. The French word “ bougre ” and the English 
“bugger” are derived from the Latin word “Bulgarus,” and they designate the heretic 
and the sodomite indifferently.  208   In a context of persecution, it is not uncommon to 
propagate about one’s enemy rumors depicting him in a state of perpetrating the worst 
abominations. Philippe IV, the Fair, fully used this technique of defamation against the 
Templars, and delivered them in the hands of the Inquisition. The Inquisitors meticu-
lously obtained the confessions of the accused who, under torture, admitted crimes 
of sodomy and participation in secret ceremonies of apostasy, during which they per-
formed profaning gestures and acts with a homosexual connotation.  209   Often the charge 
of sodomy, called  nefando pecado  (the unspeakable sin), was brought out when evidence 
for heresy became elusive. Hence, the Aragonese Inquisition, who wished to convict a 
converted Jew, Don Sancho Caballeria, obtained from Pope Clement VII permission to 
punish the sodomites in 1524. Several hundred men were put on trial by the Inquisitors 
in Valencia, Zaragoza, and Barcelona and about 12 percent were condemned ( auto 
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da f   é  ) to be burned in the public square.  210   Many suffered imprisonment, forced labor, 
or banishment. The Portuguese Inquisition also persecuted homosexuals, but it made 
fewer deaths.  211   

 The twentieth-century Lutheran theologian Helmut Thielicke thinks Luther and 
German Lutheran theology have not made much case of homosexuality.  212   He is wrong. 
In his  Lectures on Genesis , Luther sees the sin of Sodom as a vice against nature, man 
seeking a man instead of women. For him, God implanted in man a natural desire for the 
opposite sex and homosexual desire is the work of Satan. He clearly contrasted rightful 
sex within marriage and the hypocrisy of failed celibacy in monasteries, where monks 
engage in “Italian weddings.”  213   Even if he rejects the sacramental nature of marriage 
and turns it into an institution under civil authority, he firmly believes that heterosexual 
marriage is part of the order of creation willed by God.  214   It seems very difficult to 
interpret the rejection of the sacramental nature of marriage and clerical celibacy as an 
openness to recognize homosexual unions as part of the creational order, as some much 
later Lutheran theologians try to encourage.  215   In any case, Luther’s position on the civil 
nature of marriage allows the most liberals to accommodate homosexual civil unions 
without endorsing religious gay marriage. John Calvin in his  Commentary on Genesis  
interprets the sin of Sodom as a vice against nature resulting from a general state of iniq-
uity, leading its inhabitants to believe they can do anything, including the most abomi-
nable crimes. Louis Crompton notes that the theocratic system imposed by Calvin in 
Geneva proved a lot tougher on homosexual practices than in the rest of the Protestant 
world, particularly under the auspices of Calvin’s successor, Theodore Beza.  216   The doc-
trine of predestination whereby God has chosen the fate of humanity, electing some to 
salvation and condemning others, contributes to Calvinist austerity.  217   This doctrine, 
however, remains problematic. Even if it has God as the sole initiator of salvation, it, 
however, leaves no room for mercy.  218   

 Among Catholics, the vast majority of moralists after Thomas Aquinas applied a stricter 
definition of sodomy, confining it to homogenital relations exclusively. Anal heterosexual 
intercourse was defined as  sodomia imperfecta  because the evil of sodomy resided precisely 
in the misguided choice of a sexual object, a same-sex partner.  219   Some authors limited 
sodomy to anal penetration, as the Carmelite School of Salamanca for whom “emission 
of sperm is not required for sodomy to apply, anal penetration is sufficient.”  220   

 Alphonsus Liguori (1696–1787) and other authors include in their understanding 
of sodomy a number of homosexual practices: “Sexual intercourse between two women 
and between two men is true sodomy, in whatever parts of the body it takes place. For 
usually there is always a desire for the improper sex.”  221   Here, I want to stress the desire 
for a same-sex object ( affectus ad indebitum sexum ) has gained prominence. Tommaso 
Tamburini (1591–1695) wrote:

  But the question is this: When is it that mutual masturbation among males or females 
should be called masturbation and when sodomy? When sexual intercourse is motivated 
by the desire for the person, if it is with the improper sex, that is, between two men 
or two women, such is sodomy; when mutual masturbation is only intended to extend 
one’s sexual pleasure without being drawn to the person, then it is masturbation. Thus, 
if two men embrace each other and move their bodies so as to masturbate, or touch 
one another immodestly driven by the desire for the improper sex, it is certainly sod-
omy if there follows emission of sperm in the receptacle (anus) and is also proven to 
be sodomy even when emission of sperm occurs outside, without copulation, because 
the intercourse was motivated by sexual desire for the improper sex, which specifically 
defines sodomy.  222     
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 Moralists did not always pay attention to active or passive roles in anal homosexual pene-
tration. Some authors believed, however, that the confessor should inquire about it from 
the penitent. The importance of this detail may be explained by the possibility for the 
passive partner not to experience ejaculation, which would then result in a less serious sin 
for him.  223   Gender inversion associated with passivity is never mentioned, neither as dan-
gerous nor as a specific sin. It did not happen until later in the nineteenth century when 
moralists imported this type of discourse from medical theories on sexual perversions. 
Several moralists unequivocally employed the medical vocabulary in their writings—
words such as  uranistae, sexualitas contraria, homosexualitas, perversio sexualis , and so 
on.  224   The meaning of the expression “against nature” was quietly transformed in their 
works. Gender inversion slowly became the determiner of a new category—the inter-
mediate sex. What then determines the significance of the expression has to be found in 
the sexual actor’s personality, rather than in the nature of a sexual act that frustrates the 
finality of reproduction. Giuseppe Antonelli, in his treatise on pastoral medicine used the 
word  urning  to describe as homosexual, a word borrowed from Karl Ulrichs who had 
coined it to describe a female soul trapped in a male body: “The most obvious sign is that 
they all behave like women; they indeed dress as women and wear jewelry, their walk and 
gesture are feminine; they imitate the female voice.”  225   The use of medical perversion 
led moralists into unfamiliar terrain. They could not conclude regarding moral agency 
in the way of their medical muses who excused the agent due to congenital pathologi-
cal inclinations. For most moralists, homosexuality, even if imputed to disease, had to 
be fought, and they objected to view it as an innate condition. Dominikus Pr ü mmer 
requested confessors not to acquiesce to the idea promoted by some psychiatrists that 
homosexual tendencies could be so compelling in an individual that it was impossible for 
him to resist.  226   

 Purity crusades in the nineteenth century led many educators, both among Protestants 
and Catholics in Europe and America, to denounce “les amiti é s particuli è res” (particular 
friendships, love affairs between schoolboys). Some authors often linked this phenom-
enon to solitary vice, a real plague in colleges and boarding schools, older boys dragging 
the younger into it.  227   A French priest named Canon Caulle wrote:

  There is a particularly perverse mode of debasement which operates through the guise 
of friendship. Old as the world, it plagued with infamy the shores of the Dead Sea, 
before the rain of sulphur had engulfed Sodom; it brought God’s curse on the people of 
Canaan; it was not unknown among the Hebrews since Leviticus calls it an abomination 
and punishes it with utter severity . . . Christian teachers now are deploying more careful 
supervision. Nevertheless, they still will not prevent these horrible affections to reach 
their boarding schools, as in others, which are designated as particular friendships. 
Their students are not of a nature apart from other students. Alongside excellent stu-
dents, restless evil doers make their way. ( . . . ) Their natural instinct is to corrupt. They 
truly conspire against decency. ( . . . ) Shame on the schoolhouses where these monsters 
have introduced themselves; children cannot easily avoid their stratagems! Because of 
them, an epidemic of sodomy has arisen. Young teenagers, who in college become 
spoiled, then spoil their friends during holidays, when there is less adult supervision and 
more freedom. Corruption spreads; . . . it eats away the fiber of the youth, it even attacks 
people in their middle age. It is not uncommon to encounter, without going to Prussia, 
in all wakes of life, men enslaved in vile habits against nature.  228     

 Starting from the nineteenth century, masturbation and particular friendships became 
a prime concern for Christian educators. What used to be regarded as a fancy among 
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young persons had become a sort of contagious disease that could affect adult life and 
individual sexual development.  229   The Anglican priest and educator Edward Lyttelton 
wrote: “The secret sin which has been learned in a private school, imported to the 
public school, and there taught to the youngest boys, will inevitably produce the more 
fashionable vices of the larger society.”  230   Educators conceived particular friendships 
with the help of the medical stereotype of the pervert, or the effeminate invert, and 
feared that homosexual experiences could affect the teenager trying to cope with his 
sexual identity and make him a homosexual later.  231   The description of these friendships 
by the Jesuit G. Hoornaert leaves no doubt on the stereotyping of the homosexual that 
was going on: “The special affection discussed here, which is basically love for a woman 
but at the wrong address, imagines in the loved one charms reminiscent of the other 
sex, not so much male beauty but a rather ‘effeminate’ beauty. One falls in love with 
the handsome beardless young male adolescent”  232   The social purity campaigns reflect 
the growing anxiety of a capitalist industrial society in mutation, to which Christian 
educators and clergy merely added their voice. Governments moved in the same direc-
tion toward the late nineteenth century by adopting a series of legislative measures to 
counter public immorality. The amendment to the Criminal Code presented by MP 
Henry Labouchere, and adopted by the British Parliament in 1885, illustrates this new 
mindset. Acts of sodomy that involved anal penetration were condemned by English 
law long before, but the amendment introduced the concept of gross indecency, which 
now allowed punishment for all forms of homosexual activity.  233   With this amend-
ment passed, it became possible to indict the famous writer Oscar Wilde in 1895. 
The Parliament of Canada imitated the United Kingdom, and adopted a similar bill 
in 1890: “Every male person is guilty of an indictable offence and liable to five years’ 
imprisonment and to be whipped who, in public or private, commits, or is a party to 
the commission of, or procures or attempts to procure the commission by any male 
person of, any act of gross indecency with another male person.”  234   This measure, with 
a series of others on the seduction of a minor girl or on prostitution, turned out to be a 
strategy to protect marriage and family, both deemed to be threatened by uncontrolled 
male libido.  235   

 During the twentieth century, several countries decriminalized homosexual acts 
between consenting adults. In France, the Constituent Assembly of 1789 abolished sod-
omy laws in its criminal code. As a result of the Napoleonic conquests, sodomy was also 
abolished in Belgium, Holland, and Italy. In England, Parliament approved its decrimi-
nalization in 1967, following the recommendations of the Wolfenden Report ( Report 
of the Departmental Committee on Homosexual Offences and Prostitution ) of 1957. In 
1969, the Canadian Parliament passed the  Omnibus Bill C-150 , which abolished any 
sanction against homosexual acts between consenting adults. Prime Minister Pierre 
Elliot Trudeau believed that the nation had no place in the bedroom of citizens. Both in 
England and in Canada, the separation of public and private spheres became the back-
bone of legislative reform. These amendments to the Criminal Code led to bitter debates 
in parliaments where both sides fiercely clashed. Traditionalists, often inspired by reli-
gious motives, objected to these changes, fearing the promotion of homosexuality—the 
symbol of a decadent society. The other faction did not observe any negative impact 
of homosexuality on family or society, and, instead, adopted the medical model, which 
considered homosexuality as innate and irreversible.  236   Many churches supported the 
proposal to decriminalize homosexuality, and accepted the principle that the state should 
not interfere with the sexual lives of consenting adults, and what was considered sin was 
not necessarily a crime. In England, the Anglican and Methodist Church, and an ad 
hoc Catholic committee, approved the Wolfenden recommendation.  237   The Presbyterian 
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Church of Scotland remained opposed to such liberalization. In Canada, the Lutheran 
Church, the Baptist Church, and the United Church of Canada were in favor of  Bill 
Omnibus , while the Catholic Church chose to remain silent. 

 The discourse on the decriminalization of homosexuality led to a change of the para-
digm of homosexuality, from perversion to the notion of sexual orientation, and provided 
a space for freedom of expression for all those who claimed the right to a homosexual 
identity in the public sphere. Taking advantage of the wind of liberation brought by the 
sexual revolution of the 1960s, gay advocacy movements appeared simultaneously in the 
United States, Australia, Canada, and Europe. The highlight of the gay liberation move-
ment is the Stonewall riot in New York, which occurred in June 1969, outside a bar fre-
quented by a gay clientele, the Stonewall Inn in Greenwich Village. The police came to 
raid the bar but had to face the anger of the crowd as they were greeted by rocks thrown 
by demonstrators who chanted “Gay Power!” Since Stonewall, the gay movement has 
succeeded in promoting the rights of homosexuals, and has forced significant changes 
in favor of the protection of homosexual civil rights in various countries. Quebec was 
one of the first states in the world to include in its  Charter of Rights and Freedoms  sexual 
orientation as grounds for discrimination. 

 Acceptance of the concept of sexual orientation in the scientific community and in the 
general population, as well as the recognition and protection of the rights of homosexu-
als, and recently the legalization of homosexual unions or gay marriage have forced the 
Christian churches to debate homosexuality and the ordination of openly gay priests or 
pastors. In 1986, the Roman Catholic Church, for the first time, in a document entitled 
 Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on the Pastoral Care of Homosexual Persons , 
reluctantly concedes that the dignity of homosexual persons is somewhat severely tainted, 
and that such violations cannot be tolerated. The author, Cardinal Ratzinger, the pope 
who resigned recently, confines his intention of respecting human dignity to negative 
expressions—no insults and no violence against homosexuals. He does not venture into 
the realm of positive affirmation of the rights of homosexuals in society. Yet the Pastoral 
Constitution  Gaudium et Spes  of Vatican II offers a foundation that would have allowed 
him to be more insistent:

  At the same time, however, there is a growing awareness of the exalted dignity proper 
to the human person, since he stands above all things, and his rights and duties are 
universal and inviolable. Therefore, there must be made available to all men everything 
necessary for leading a life truly human, such as food, clothing, and shelter; the right 
to choose a state of life freely and to found a family, the right to education, to employ-
ment, to a good reputation, to respect, to appropriate information, to activity in accord 
with the upright norm of one’s own conscience, to protection of privacy and rightful 
freedom even in matters religious.  238     

 Nonetheless, the Vatican’s agenda seems to be moving toward a rather candid opposition 
to any form of support to civil legislation intended to protect the constitutional rights 
of homosexuals: 

 There is an effort in some countries to manipulate the Church by gaining the often 
well-intentioned support of her pastors with a view to changing civil-statutes and laws. 

 But the proper reaction to crimes committed against homosexual persons should 
not be to argue that the homosexual condition is not disordered. When such a claim is 
made and when homosexual activity is consequently condoned, or when civil legislation 
is introduced to protect behavior to which no one has any conceivable right, neither 
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the Church nor society at large should be surprised when other distorted notions and 
practices gain ground, and irrational and violent reactions increase.  239     

 The Vatican whitewashes the entire issue of violence made against homosexuals. Yet it 
did officially denounce the violence. Why this inconsistency? In 1976 the Vatican set the 
tone of its doctrinal approach with regard to homosexuality in the Declaration  Persona 
Humana : 

 At the present time, there are those who, basing themselves on observations in the 
psychological order, have begun to judge indulgently, and even to excuse completely, 
homosexual relations between certain people. This they do in opposition to the con-
stant teaching of the Magisterium and to the moral sense of the Christian people. 

 A distinction is drawn, and it seems with some reason, between homosexuals whose 
tendency comes from a false education, from a lack of normal sexual development, 
from habit, . . . , and is transitory or at least not incurable; and homosexuals who are 
definitively such because of some kind of innate instinct or a pathological constitution 
judged to be incurable. 

 In regard to this second category of subjects, some people conclude that their ten-
dency is so natural that it justifies in their case homosexual relations within a sincere 
communion of life . . .  

 In the pastoral field, these homosexuals must certainly be treated with under-
standing and sustained in the hope of overcoming their personal difficulties and their 
inability to fit into society. Their culpability will be judged with prudence. But no 
pastoral method can be employed which would give moral justification to these acts 
on the grounds that they would be consonant with the condition of such people. For 
according to the objective moral order, homosexual relations are acts which lack an 
essential and indispensable finality.  240   

 The Catholic Church acknowledges that homosexuality is an innate tendency for some 
people. It perceives it, however, as an incurable disease, a social maladjustment, which 
requires from pastors a compassionate approach, without ever condoning homosexual 
acts. Homosexuality is an “objective disorder,” and the homosexual person is urged to 
remain chaste. The Catholic Church and its moral theology have not moved one notch; 
sexuality manifests itself as the natural order—a law inscribed by God in the human 
heart—dictating its finality, procreation within marriage.  241     

 Joseph Ratzinger repeats the same doctrine, in 2003, in Considerations Regarding 
Proposals to Give Legal Recognition to Unions between Homo sexual Persons:

  There are absolutely no grounds for considering homosexual unions to be in any way 
similar or even remotely analogous to God’s plan for marriage and family. Marriage is 
holy, while homosexual acts go against the natural moral law. Homosexual acts close 
the sexual act to the gift of life. They do not proceed from a genuine affective and 
sexual complementarity. Under no circumstances can they be approved.  242     

 This document clearly reacts to the legalization of homosexual unions, whether gay mar-
riage in some countries, or civil unions in others, including Denmark, Holland, Belgium, 
and France (social solidarity pact or PACS). The Vatican considers that these societies 
jeopardize what they owe their survival to, the family. The Vatican goes as far as dictating 
to Catholic politicians their duty to oppose the adoption of such legislation publicly and 
vote against it.  243   

 Several pedophilia scandals in various countries including the United States, Canada, 
Belgium, Austria, Holland, and Ireland have denounced the wrongdoings of Catholics 
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priests and brothers with male minors. In addition, the Catholic Church sees itself chal-
lenged by the debates in other Christian denominations about the ordination of openly 
gay pastors. The Congregation for Catholic Education published, in November 2005, 
a disciplinary text entitled  Instruction Concerning the Criteria for the Discernment of 
Vocations with regard to Persons with Homosexual Tendencies in view of their Admission to 
the Seminary and to Holy Orders . This document reaffirms the doctrinal position deter-
mined in  Persona Humana  and reaffirmed in the  Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic 
Church on the Pastoral Care of Homosexual Persons : homosexual acts and homosexual 
tendency or inclination are intrinsically disordered. The  Instruction  goes on to say: 

 In the light of such teaching, this Dicastery, in accord with the Congregation for Divine 
Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, believes it necessary to state clearly that 
the Church, while profoundly respecting the persons in question, cannot admit to 
the seminary or to holy orders those who practise homosexuality, present deep-seated 
homosexual tendencies or support the so-called “gay culture.” 

 Such persons, in fact, find themselves in a situation that gravely hinders them from 
relating correctly to men and women. One must in no way overlook the negative con-
sequences that can derive from the ordination of persons with deep-seated homosexual 
tendencies. 

 Different, however, would be the case in which one were dealing with homosexual 
tendencies that were only the expression of a transitory problem—for example, that of 
an adolescence not yet superseded. Nevertheless, such tendencies must be clearly over-
come at least three years before ordination to the diaconate.  244     

 One cannot help but notice a hardening of the Vatican’s position. At first, it shows 
some openness to the person with a homosexual inclination, without approving homo-
sexual acts. Then, the  Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on the Pastoral Care 
of Homosexual Persons  finally considers the inclination itself as an objective disorder. 
Despite its declarations in favor of respecting the dignity of homosexuals, the Vatican 
is fighting against any unequivocally positive affirmation of homosexuality, even within 
the church.  245   Roman texts deliberately avoid the term “sexual orientation,” and prefer 
to talk about “deep-seated homosexual tendencies.” This voluntary omission reflects 
a sexual anthropology still heavily steeped in Augustinian theology, wherein lust born 
out of the original sin obscures the true meaning of sexuality. In this perspective, sexual 
orientation is not part of what defines a person and leads the individual to personal 
and social development.  246   Rather, it becomes a “disordered sexual inclination, funda-
mentally characterized by self-complacency.”  247   The  Guidelines for the Use of Psychology 
in the Admission and Formation of Candidates for the Priesthood  uses the expression 
“sexual orientation,” but it associates it with some psychopathic disturbance or grave 
psychological immaturity.  248   Furthermore, deceitfully refusing to take sides in favor of 
recognizing the civil rights of homosexuals, the Catholic Church tries to reconnect with 
an old theology that wished civil authorities would uphold its moral views on sexual 
behavior. 

 In 1991, the House of Bishops of the Church of England issued a statement declar-
ing that heterosexual marriage remained the appropriate embodiment of human sexu-
ality.  249   As in the Catholic documents, somehow, homosexual orientation cannot be an 
alternative to the creational order, which God planned to be heterosexual. Nevertheless, 
the declaration differs from the Vatican’s opinion insofar as it states very clearly that 
the church must respect the decision of persons who have decided to live in a homo-
sexual relationship seen as their calling. In such cases, the church must accept them 
fully. Reception, however, does not lead to acceptance of sexually active gay couples in 
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the clergy.  250   This approach was not unanimous, and in February 1997, Anglican bish-
ops representing the South met in Kuala Lumpur, and they decided by a large majority 
that homosexuality was a sin. They expressed their concern over the welcoming attitude 
toward homosexuals in the North, particularly regarding the blessing of homosexual 
unions and ordination of gays. The following year, at the Lambeth Conference of 1998, 
the two views clashed. Ultimately, the conservative wing made up of traditionalists from 
Africa, Asia, and elsewhere won. They adopted Resolution 1.10 declaring the practice of 
homosexuality to be contrary to the Scriptures, by a vote of 526 in favor, 70 against, and 
45 abstentions. The Anglican Church of Canada and the American Episcopal Church, 
however, posed gestures that led the Anglican Communion to the edge of schism. In 
May 2002, the Anglican Diocese of New Westminster, in British Columbia, decided 
to authorize a rite of blessing for homosexual unions. The General Assembly of the 
American Episcopal Church, in 2003, endorsed the election of an openly gay priest, 
Gene Robinson, as bishop of New Hampshire. These positions resulted in serious dis-
sent. Nine parishes from the Diocese of New Westminster decided to break off and join 
the Episcopal Church of Rwanda. Several American Episcopalian churches sought affilia-
tions with more conservative dioceses in Africa, or Latin America, threatening to leave the 
bosom of the Episcopal Church. Finally in 2009, dissenters from Asia, Africa (Nigeria, 
Uganda, and Kenya), and North America joined in the formation of the Anglican Church 
in North America.  251   The Anglican Church of South Africa showed a more open-minded 
attitude, thanks to the support of the former archbishop of Cape Town Desmond Tutu. 
He denounced the homophobic attitudes of his African colleagues, especially concern-
ing the election of Bishop Gene Robinson, and asserted that homosexual love was as 
valid before God as heterosexual love.  252   Archbishop of Tutu’s successor, Archbishop 
Njongonkulu Ndungane, declared that the Anglican Church of South Africa was pleased 
to welcome into its ranks gay bishops, but they had to remain sexually abstinent.  253   In 
2005, the Church of England reacted to the legal recognition of gay civil unions in the 
 Civil Partnership Act  of 2004. It reaffirmed its position, and continued to believe that 
the only legitimate sexual activity was that within the marriage of a man to a woman. It 
showed itself more open than the Catholic Church because it recognized the legitimacy 
of civil unions, provided they remained chaste.  254   The Church of England even admitted 
that the clergy could sign a contract of civil union, provided they respected the teachings 
of the church and abstained from sex. This position seems incongruous and hypocriti-
cal when viewed from the outside. In order to understand it, one must, first, go back 
in history to the positions of the church about homosexuality and, second, understand 
the way authority is exercised within the Anglican Communion. On this last point, the 
archbishop of Canterbury has a form of moral authority within the communion. The 
general orientations for the communion are adopted democratically by the majority in 
the Lambeth Conferences held every ten years. The real decisions affecting the concrete 
life of the church are taken by general and diocesan synods. This explains the range of 
positions that exist between various churches on a national or international level. The 
democratic exercise of power by consensus implies a climate of continuous dialogue 
between the parties and a readiness to compromise. The Anglican position is perhaps 
not entirely clear and consistent, but it tries to reconcile contrasting views, while, at the 
same time, it reflects the involvement of the church from the 1950s to promote respect 
for the dignity of homosexual persons. This translates into a larger reception of the con-
cept of sexual orientation in the church, contrary to the Vatican’s position. The issue of 
homosexuality in the Anglican Communion is democratically debated, and positions will 
probably change again. The necessity for a continuing dialogue on same-gender relations 
was reaffirmed at the last Lambeth Conference in 2008. The current position is no more 
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bizarre than its position on divorce, where the practice of religious remarriage is accepted 
while the official doctrine continues to defend the principle of indissolubility.  255   The real 
challenge for the Anglican Communion is to find ways to leap from an ongoing “mutual 
listening process” to common purpose, something the communion is trying to achieve 
with the Indaba project.  256   

 The General Council of the United Church of Canada adopted a resolution in 1988 
that allowed candidates with a homosexual orientation to be recognized full members of 
the church and, as such, eligible for the pastorate. The resolution passed by a majority 
of 3 against 1, but the discussions were very passionate. Opponents regrouped into new 
religious communities. Despite this, the United Church continued to treat homosexuals 
inclusively and, in 1992, the General Council authorized blessing ceremonies for same-
sex unions. The United Church also spoke publicly in favor of equal rights for homosex-
ual couples in obtaining social benefits (S. C. 2000, c. 12 [Bill C-23]) and also in favor 
of recognizing homosexual civil unions. For this church, marriage is not a sacrament, 
and procreation is not what defines it, with the result that since 1988 the United Church 
does no longer make any distinction between heterosexual and homosexual unions, and 
the church believes that all partners, regardless of the type of union, have the same obli-
gations before God: 

 The United Church of Canada has made various statements regarding marriage. Prior 
to 1980, marriage was named as a union between a woman and a man. Subsequently, 
it was reported at the 30th General Council that the life and ministry of Jesus demon-
strated what it means to be a full human being made in the image of God. The primary 
characteristic is complete self-giving love to the other. In 1988, the General Council 
affirmed that all enduring relationships—and note the omission of the word marriage—
need to be faithful, responsible, loving, just, health-giving, healing, and sustaining of 
community and self. The implication is that these standards apply both to heterosexual 
and to homosexual couples, as the United Church has come to recognize that gay and 
lesbian members need to make the same lifelong commitments heterosexual members 
make and to make their solemn vows with communities of faith who will support them 
in their commitments. 

 As a Protestant denomination, the United Church is part of the Christian tradition 
that does not consider marriage as a sacrament, and procreation is not a defining feature 
of marriage in the United Church. Nor does the church condemn people who choose 
to divorce. Divorced people receive the communion of the church and may remarry. 
Nevertheless, the United Church places an extremely high value on the seriousness of 
vows taken before God and in the presence of witnesses. The church urges congrega-
tions to help couples prepare for a life together and offers counselling and enrichment 
courses.  257     

 Lutheran churches are also divided on the issue of homosexuality. Scandinavia and 
Germany have adopted a liberal stance. In 1996, the Council of the German Evangelical 
Church recognized that homosexual unions can be a valid lifestyle for Christians, just 
as heterosexual marriage or celibacy, all equally acceptable.  258   The General Synod of 
the Lutheran Church of Norway, in 1997, after having denied access to homosexu-
als living in a civil union to the pastorate, decided, in 2007, to leave to bishops the 
prerogative of ordaining gay pastors who live in a civil union. This turn followed the 
report of the Doctrinal Commission of the Church of Norway on homosexuality in 
2006. It also signaled a split within the church on the subject of marriage—an almost 
equal number of members of the commission declared that homosexual civil unions 
promoted values consistent with the Gospel, while others saw homosexual acts as 
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condemned by the Scriptures. Marriage between same-sex partners is perfectly legal in 
Norway since January 1, 2009, but the Synod still does not allow its national pastors to 
celebrate such unions. Denmark was the first country to legalize same-sex civil unions 
in 1989. In 1997, an Episcopal committee of the Lutheran Church recommended that 
civil unions benefit from a blessing ceremony in the church during a regular worship 
service—a proposal that was not unanimous, leaving to pastors the free initiative of 
conducting such blessings. In 2005, a majority of Danish bishops proposed a guide 
for the celebration of same-sex unions in church, stressing that there was no theo-
logical reason for the ritual surrounding this ceremony to be different from traditional 
religious marriage. Since 2005, the Lutheran Church of Sweden agrees to celebrate 
homosexual unions with a special ritual, but distinct from marriage. In March 2007, 
the General Assembly of the Lutheran Church of Sweden said it was in agreement with 
a bill recognizing the legal equality between marriage and civil unions, which would 
allow pastors to celebrate on a voluntary basis same-sex unions in church, with the 
same legal consequences as heterosexual marriage. Since May 1, 2009, homosexual 
marriage has legal force in Sweden but the Lutheran Church still wants to celebrate 
homosexual unions with a separate ritual. 

 In 1991, the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America expressed its commitment to 
the full inclusion of gays and lesbians in the ecclesial community. However, in 1993, the 
Episcopal Conference, representing 65 synods, refused to approve a ritual blessing of 
homosexual unions.  259   The church did not permit the ordination of nonabstinent homo-
sexual candidates.  260   In 2001, the Church Worldwide Assembly believed there was a need 
for the study of sexuality, and homosexuality in particular, and mandated a task force to 
produce documents for guidance and discussion in the church. The mandate was to 
produce statements to be submitted for approval at the 2007 World Assembly. In 2003, 
the working group produced an orientation document on the church and homosexual-
ity with objective, contrasted views on the matter.  261   The 2007 target was postponed 
to 2009, and in August of that year, the General Assembly adopted a text that reflected 
the different viewpoints.  262   This document does not waive the Lutheran doctrine of  sola 
scriptura  in its search for truth, but it said that the Scriptures are constantly reinterpreted 
and received by the community, guided by the Holy Spirit, through time and space. 
Although the Christian tradition has traditionally judged homosexual conduct a sin, the 
community, through the concept of freedom of conscience, can still walk with faith in 
God’s grace ( sola fide ), which releases humanity from the shackles of the law and opens 
new horizons. The document notes historical changes in the attitude of the Lutheran 
communion concerning slavery, women’s role in the church, as well as divorce and 
remarriage. In August 2009, the World Assembly of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of 
America agreed, divisively, upon the blessing of homosexual unions and ordaining sexu-
ally active gay candidates. This new position brought a lot of frustration in the more con-
servative wing of the church, grouped in a coalition known as the Lutheran Core. Will 
this church experience a schism, like others, due to liberal positions on gay ordination 
or gay marriage? Another family of American Lutherans, the Lutheran Church-Missouri 
Synod, displays a more conservative attitude toward homosexuality. For them, the Bible 
condemns any sexual act between same-sex persons, and teaches that all homosexual 
desire is the result of the sin inherited from Adam and Eve.  263   Homosexual attraction is a 
perversion of the natural order created by God, who wants man to find his complement 
in woman; and sexual intimacy is the favored moment to experience its fullness. This 
church spread to Canada and formed an independent entity. It shares the same negative 
judgment on homosexuality with her American counterpart. The homosexual is asked 
to confess his condition as a sinner, repent, and seek to abstain from any sexual relation 
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with a same-sex partner. The Evangelical Lutheran Church of Canada has quite the same 
policy as its American sister: no blessings of homosexual unions, and no ordaining of gay 
candidates with an active sex life. Like other Lutheran churches, the Lutherans of Canada 
have taken up, since 1999, the path of dialogue with homosexuals, gays, and lesbians, but 
have not arrived at a settled or conclusive opinion.  264   At the biennial convention in July 
2005, in Winnipeg, delegates from the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada rejected 
divisively (55 against, 45 in favor) a suggestion of the National Council that sought to 
enable pastors to celebrate homosexual unions. In 2007 at the biannual convention, 
the delegates rejected again (200 against, 181 in favor) the same proposal. While its 
American cousin has come out in favor of the ordination of gay pastors and gay marriage, 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada has a policy of frank, open, and democratic 
dialogue on these subjects.  265   At its latest National Council in 2011, this church decided 
to pursue the policy adopted in 2009, leaving it to local communities to decide if they 
are prepared to bless homosexual unions and ordain gay pastors.  266   The real question 
is raised by the church: is it not hypocritical to welcome homosexuals into the ecclesial 
community and ask them to remain sexually abstinent to become pastor, while the sexual 
intimacy enjoyed by heterosexual married pastors does not seem to compromise their 
pastoral functions? 

 In France, the Reformed Church of France and the Evangelical Lutheran Church initi-
ated cooperative thinking on homosexuality, through the Lutheran-Reformed Permanent 
Council.  267   They affirm the principle of an unconditional acceptance of homosexuals in 
the community, but they reject the ordination of homosexuals and the blessing of same-
sex unions, arguing that local communities are not yet ready to host a gay pastor. They 
also think that a liturgy of blessing would maintain confusion between heterosexual and 
homosexual couples.  268   The Evangelical Churches grouped in the Evangelical Federation 
of France display an even more conservative point of view, saying homosexuality is a sin, 
and condemning the celebration of homosexual unions and the ordination of homosexu-
als.  269   In Switzerland, the Evangelical Reformed Churches are divided on the issue of 
homosexuality. German-speaking churches promote the blessing of homosexual unions, 
while French-speaking ones object to it. For example, the Synod of the Canton of Vaud 
in 2008, and those of Geneva and Neuchatel, rejected the blessing of such unions. That 
synod, however, appeared liberal on the issue of ordaining gay pastors by declaring that 
no one can be forced to reveal his sexual orientation to become a pastor, but it asked the 
ministers not to make use of their office as a place for activism and protests.  270   

 Baptists are usually conservative and literalist in their interpretation of the Bible. They 
believe that the Bible condemns homosexuality as a perversion, an abomination in the 
eyes of God, for which the offender must ask forgiveness.  271   Unlike many Protestant 
denominations that recognize the civil rights of gays and lesbians, the Southern Baptist 
Convention, the largest Baptist group in the United States, opposed any form of civil 
acceptance or endorsement of equal rights for gays and lesbians.  272   This church even 
suggested that homosexuals were punished in their bodies—a barely veiled reference to 
HIV, seen as divine retribution against the abomination.  273   Baptist groups have obvi-
ously expressed their strong opposition to any form of acceptance of homosexual rela-
tionships, either civil unions or marriage, saying there cannot be a union between a man 
and a man.  274   The Southern Baptist denomination, Baptist Faith and Message, amended 
its proclamation of faith in 1963 to include a comprehensive section on the definition of 
marriage between a man and a woman, the only valid form of sexual expression according 
to the will of God. It was again amended in 2000 to condemn homosexuality, adultery, 
and pornography.  275   Since the 1960s, conservative and fundamentalist ideas have taken 
over, including the promulgation of biblical inerrancy, the predominant role of men in 
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the exercise of authority within the family, and male exclusivity in the office of pastor in 
the community. Some Baptist congregations have not followed the conservative leader-
ship of the Southern Baptist Convention, and, in 1987, created together the Alliance 
of Baptists. In 2004, they sided with gay marriage on the controversy surrounding this 
issue, in the American presidential election.  276   A dialogue has been initiated within the 
Alliance of Baptists with a clear openness to a new reading of the Bible, which listens to 
the stories of gay and lesbian people.  277   The Alliance of Baptists figures among several 
religious denominations, including Jewish and Sikh groups, which addressed a letter to 
support the repeal of the “Don’t Ask Don’t Tell” (DADT) American policy banning 
openly gay persons from the military.  278   The Southern Baptist Convention fought against 
the repeal, along with the Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church in America. In 
Quebec, the Association of Evangelical Baptist Churches declares homosexuality as a 
sin that must be confessed, and homosexuals must defeat their inclination, and become 
heterosexual.  279   The group, therefore, opposed the new, inclusive definition of mar-
riage adopted by the Canadian Parliament.  280   In Canada, the Evangelical Fellowship of 
Canada decided against a redefinition of heterosexual marriage, as well as the Canadian 
Baptist Ministries.  281   

 Orthodox churches are in direct continuity with the view of the church fathers on 
sexuality, which only has legitimacy within heterosexual marriage. Their position on 
homosexuality is similar to that of Catholicism, with perhaps the feature that national 
Orthodox churches often seek to influence legislation in order to deny equal rights for 
gays and lesbians, especially in Romania, Greece, and Russia.  282   The Orthodox Church 
of Greece objected fiercely to the concept of civil unions proposed by a leftist parlia-
mentary coalition in 2008. The Orthodox do not feel very comfortable with the issue of 
homosexuality within the World Council of Churches, given the liberal attitude of many 
Reformed churches.  283   

 Instead of suffering from the ostracism and indifference of their communities, many 
Christian gays and lesbians chose instead to gather for worship and pastoral counseling 
in churches receptive to their lifestyle. One of the first experiments of this kind began in 
California, in 1968, with Rev. Troy Perry, a pastor of the Pentecostal Church, defrocked 
because of his homosexuality. He established the Metropolitan Church of Christ, which 
now operates in 22 countries, including Canada, Great Britain, Denmark, Mexico, South 
Africa, Brazil, Argentina, and Australia. This Protestant Church has long been celebrat-
ing gay marriages and has also developed a support group for people with HIV. In 1966, 
a group of gays in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints decided to create its 
own Mormon Church, The United Order Family of Christ.  284   Gay Mormons of the 
Church of Latter-Day Saints, who could not bear the rejection within their church, also 
formed a group in 1978, in Salt Lake City, Utah, called Affirmation. The group, which 
is active in some American states and in some countries including Canada, helps gays and 
lesbians of the Mormon community by providing advice on Mormon spirituality and on 
how to respond to disciplinary action taken by their church against homosexuals, which 
can vary from aversion therapy developed by Brigham Young University to excommu-
nication.  285   Another schismatic church appeared in 1985 in California, the Restoration 
Church of Jesus Christ, which brings together excommunicated gay Mormons. But it 
is really in the Catholic Church that the first gay schismatic church appeared, as early as 
1946 in Atlanta, Georgia, under the name of the Eucharistic Catholic Church. A former 
seminarian, George Hyde, and a Greek Orthodox bishop who migrated to the United 
States—defrocked after revealing his sexual orientation during a synod—decided to help 
gays and lesbians of the Sacred-Heart Catholic Parish in Atlanta to whom priests refused 
to give communion. The Eucharistic Catholic Church became active in Montreal in the 
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1970s under the leadership of a priest ordained in the Old Catholic Church, Lionel Herv é  
Quessy. The church now seems more involved in Toronto under the name “Church 
of the Beloved Disciple” established by Brother La Rade, founder of the Franciscan 
Order of the Annunciation. This order, in the Old Catholic tradition, also looks after the 
Mission St. Serge and St. Bacchus, in Massachusetts. The first Old Catholic Church to 
bear the name Church of the Beloved Disciple was opened in Manhattan in 1968 by a 
priest ordained in the Old Catholic tradition, Bishop Robert Mary Clement, a native of 
Pennsylvania. He continued the work of Hyde’s Eucharistic Catholic Church. He was 
the first clergyman to attend, dressed as clergy, the first gay pride parade in New York, 
after the Stonewall riots. There are a few other schismatic churches in the Old Catholic 
tradition, whose primary mission is to serve as pastors in the gay community, such as 
the Benedictine Order of St. John the Beloved Apostle, in Pennsylvania. It might seem 
odd that these churches appear so liberal in terms of sexual morality and support the 
continuation of the old Latin rites. Two factors may explain this. On the one hand, they 
are autocephalous churches that do not accept papal infallibility and, on the other hand, 
they were created in most cases by priests who openly declared themselves gay. Other 
Catholics have decided to stay within the Roman Catholic Church but are grouped in 
militant organization, such as the movement Dignity USA or Dignity Canada.  

  Conclusion 
 From its early beginnings, the Christian religion has displayed ascetic tendencies, which 
were already at work in some streams of Hellenistic Judaism and philosophical currents, 
in particular, Stoicism. But what distinguishes this new religion from asceticism based 
on the moderate use of pleasures is its negative perception of pleasure and sexual desire, 
especially from Augustine onward. Sexual appetence, or lust, can never be beneficial 
since it results from sin. The sexual body, especially the male body, is perceived as an 
obstacle to one’s spiritual vocation. The dominant discourse settled for the most com-
plete denial and contempt for pleasure, which can only be tolerated in the marital bed 
and for the sole purpose of procreation. Any sexual activity that is intended solely for 
enjoyment is considered to be against nature. The Reformation revalorized sexuality as a 
compelling natural function, and rehabilitated the joys and importance of sexual intimacy 
within marriage. But for the main Reformers, such intimacy can only occur in a marriage 
between a man and a woman. 

 Obviously, Christianity has modulated its position on homosexuality according to the 
times by borrowing from different schools of thought. The New Testament alone can-
not, in fact, support the argument for the condemnation of homosexuality as formulated 
later by Clement of Alexandria and Thomas Aquinas. Christian thought on homosexu-
ality moved toward a tightening position, clearly discernible from the twelfth century 
with the Lateran Council III, but most importantly after the publication of Aquinas’s 
 Summa Theologica . His theology of the vice against nature played a vital role in the West 
in creating the social stigma of the homosexual as a pervert or invert, up into the second 
half of the twentieth century. Many Reformed Churches sincerely attempt to break with 
the past, and some of them have made giant strides in the last 30 years, but not without 
rift. The recognition by these churches of a new understanding of sexuality, gender, and 
homosexuality, through the concept of sexual orientation, has called for a reinterpreta-
tion of the Scriptures that has led to greater inclusion, beyond the categories imposed by 
culture and history. The Catholic Church and the Orthodox Churches are still trapped 
in an outdated essentialist sexual anthropology, a major obstacle to changing their views 
on homosexuality. 
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 Finally, I think that the emergence of the Western concept of sexual orientation is 
intimately tied to the history of personal autonomy and self-identity, which emerged with 
the development of Christian thought. Jesus himself taught freedom of conscience as the 
foundation of a true relation to God:

  One Sabbath Jesus was going through the grain fields, and as his disciples walked along, 
they began to pick some heads of grain. The Pharisees said to him, “Look, why are 
they doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath?” He answered, “Have you never read 
what David did when he and his companions were hungry and in need? In the days of 
Abiathar the high priest, he entered the house of God and ate the consecrated bread, 
which is lawful only for priests to eat. And he also gave some to his companions.” Then 
he said to them, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. So the Son 
of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.”  286     

 However, Christianity had to wait for Luther and the Reformation to see the principle 
of the autonomy of individual conscience come to its full implementation. Luther’s insis-
tence on the priesthood of all believers and Calvin’s doctrine of predestination pro-
gressively led to the central idea of individualism in the West. These ideas were quickly 
incorporated into the secular sphere, which promoted the democratic ideal of the equal-
ity of all citizens and respect for the dignity of the person. As Charles Taylor argued, 
during the eighteenth century, the concept of individualism becomes more and more 
associated with self-exploration, inwardness, and authenticity.  287   From these notions 
stems the modern view that each human being has his own personal way of determining 
for himself the good life. It is through the development of these unique ideas that the 
concept of sexual orientation has been possible in the West.  
   



      5  

 Islam   

   Religion 
 Islam has over 1 billion followers worldwide.  1   Indonesia has the highest number, 
182.2 million, followed by Pakistan, Bangladesh, and India, all having over 100 million. 
In the Middle East, Iraq leads with 21.4 million and Islam’s birthplace, Saudi Arabia, 
holds 16 million. In fact, the Arab world represents only about 15 percent of the entire 
Muslim population. Asia, including the Middle East, alone represents 69 percent and 
Africa 29 percent of all Muslims. Egypt leads with 52.6 million, Nigeria 40.2 million, 
Algeria and Morocco each with 29.1 million. Islam is growing rapidly in Europe due 
to immigration, mainly in France between 5 and 6 million, and Germany, 3 million. 
Turkey, which is now part of Europe, has 68 million, of which 2.2 million live in Albania, 
and 1.5 million in Bosnia-Herzegovina. In Canada, the 2001 census mentions almost 
600,000 Muslims. Its Muslim population doubled between 1991 and 2001, and the 
2011 National Home Survey estimates it as over 1 million.  2   Montreal had over 100,000 
Muslims in 2001.  3   In the near future, Islam will probably be the fastest growing religion 
in Canada and it is estimated that among Canadian non-Christians they will account for 
1 person out of 2.  4   In the United States, there are approximately 2 million Muslims, 
most of them foreign born and among the native born, half are African Americans.  5   Only 
15 percent of all Muslims are Shi’ites, mainly found in Iran (95 percent), Iraq (60 per-
cent), Bahrain (70 percent), Azerbaijan (67 percent), and Lebanon (38 percent). 

 Islam in Arabic means voluntary “submission” to Allah (God). The one who submits 
is called a “Muslim” in Arabic, which became the English word Muslim. God com-
municated his will—the divine law imposed by the Creator of all things—to the first 
man, Adam, the first prophet ( nabi ). Soon his descendants deviated from the right path 
and began to worship idols. So Allah used prophets ( al-Anbiya ) to bring humanity into 
submission to God. In succession came Noah and Ibrahim (Abraham), Musa (Moses) 
with the  Torah , Isa (Jesus of Nazareth), and finally Allah’s great messenger ( Rasul ), 
Muhammad who revealed the Qur’an: 

 To Moses and Aaron We granted the criteria of discerning right from wrong, and We 
gave them the light and a reminder to the pious ones who fear their unseen Lord and 
are anxious about the Day of Judgment. 

 This (Qur’an) which We have revealed is a blessed reminder. Will you then deny it? 

 To Abraham We gave the right guidance and We knew him very well. 

 Abraham asked his father and his people, “What are these statues which you worship?” 

 They replied, “We found our fathers worshipping them.” 

 He said, “Both you and your fathers have certainly been in error.”  6     
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 The Qur’an describes Abraham as being neither Jewish nor Christian, but a true believer 
( hanif ) because he turned away from the polytheists ( mushrikin ) and fully submitted to 
God.  7   I mention, in passing, the notion of  fitra  or natural religion, which remains in 
every man as the survival of the Adamic and prophetic covenants, a kind of natural incli-
nation to believe in a single god.  8   Here, we enter the heart of this religion—rejection of 
any form of polytheism ( shirk ) and faith in the uniqueness and absoluteness of God are 
the core of this religion. Allah’s uniqueness excludes any form of “terrestrialness of the 
Absolute,” as expressed by Frithjof Schuon.  9   Profession of faith ( shahada ) in Allah’s one-
ness ( tawhid ) is the central teaching of the Qur’an and the first of the five pillars or reli-
gious duties of Islam—the other four being the five daily prayers toward Mecca ( salat ), 
giving to the poor ( zakat ), fasting from sunrise to sunset during Ramadan ( sawm ), and 
the pilgrimage to Makkah (Mecca) once in a lifetime ( hadjj ). 

 Every Muslim must demonstrate his faith by proclaiming that there is no other true 
god but Allah and that Muhammad is his messenger. This pithy sentence is not found 
verbatim in the Qur’an, which, however, contains several paraphrases:

  (Muhammad), tell them, “People, I have come to you all as the Messengers of God, 
to whom the Kingdom of the heavens and the earth belongs. There is no God but He. 
In His hands are life and death. Have faith in God and His Messengers, the unlettered 
Prophet who believes in God and His words. Follow him so that you will perhaps have 
guidance.”  10     

 Idol worship or polytheism ( shirk ) is the worst sin that a person can commit. This refers 
to the formative period of Islam in the Arabian Peninsula. The main documentary sources 
for the pre-Islamic period show a variety of beliefs and rites in honor of various deities. 
The Iraqi historian and geographer of the tenth century, al-Mas’udi, describes it thus:

  The Arabs, in ages of ignorance [ Jahiliyya ], were divided in their religious views. Some 
proclaimed the unity of God, affirmed the existence of a Creator, believed in the resur-
rection, and held for certain that one day the Supreme Judge would reward the faithful 
and punish transgressors. Already in this work and in our other writings, we talked 
about those who, during the Interval, called men to know the Lord Almighty and 
aroused their attention on his miraculous signs. Among these were Koss ben Saidah, 
Riat as-Shanni and Buhaira the monk, of the tribe of Abd al-Qays. Others, among 
Arabs, confessed the Creator, and supported the establishment claimed that on the day 
of resurrection men would be returned to another life, but they denied the mission of 
prophets and showed themselves committed to the worship of idols. ( . . . ). Still others 
believed the Creator, but denied the mission of the prophets and the resurrection; they 
indulged in the aberrations of their fellow men. God alluded to their ungodliness, and 
reported on their infidelity, when He said: “The only life is this worldly life and here we 
shall live and die. It is only time which will destroy us” (Qur’an XLV, 24). ( . . . ). Others 
leaned towards Judaism or Christianity. There were some who, following no other 
way than pride, indulged in all their passions. There was among the Arabs, a category 
of people who worshiped the angels who they claimed to be daughters of God, and 
adored them for their intercession with the Supreme Judge. They are those whom God 
speaks in verse: “They ascribe daughters to God, God is too Exalted to have daugh-
ters, but they can have whatever they want” (Qur’an, XVI, 57). And secondly, he said, 
“Have you seen al-Lat, al-Uzza and al-Manat, the third deity?”  11     

 Muslim historiography qualifies that period by the Arabic word “ jahiliya ,” meaning igno-
rance. It is a ploy to emphasize the freshness and grandeur of the Prophet’s message.  12   At 
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the time of Muhammad, the religious beliefs of the Qurayshi tribe to which he belonged 
demonstrated a rich diversity. Christians and Jews lived in Mecca but according to the 
ninth-century Iraqi historian ibn Hisham al-Kalbi, most Meccans worshipped tribal dei-
ties and domestic idols.  13   Mecca became a vital commercial hub, a crossroad between 
Yemen and Palestine, and between the Persian Gulf and Ethiopia. The Qurayshis were, 
since the fifth century, the guardians of a sanctuary called the Ka’aba, near the Zamzam 
well. Bedouin tribes fled there to seek the protection of the gods, the god Hubal and the 
three goddesses, al-Lat, al-Uzza, and al-Manat.  14   Several idols took the shape of a natural 
stone or sometimes were carved in human form. The pilgrims circumambulated around 
them in prayer.  15   It seems well established today that the religion of the Bedouins of the 
Arabian Peninsula worshipped a protective deity, supreme creator of all things,  al-Illah , 
or Allah in its contracted form. Ibn Kalbi described pre-Islamic henotheism:

  Thus, whenever the Nizar raised their voice the  tahlil , they were wont to say: “Here we 
are O Lord! Here we are! Here we are! Thou hast no associate save one who is thine 
Thou hast dominion over him and over what he possesseth.” They would thus declare 
His unity through the  talbiyah  and at the same tune associate their gods with Him 
placing their affairs in His hands. Consequently, God said to His Prophet, “And most 
of them believe not in associating other deities with Him.”  16     

 Several clues in the Qur’an suggest that Muhammad’s religion, at least in its infancy, 
did not deny the existence of other deities. Several Islamic scholars see in the “Satanic 
Verses” a probable allusion to a less rigid form of monotheism than the Prophet’s, capa-
ble of meeting the Qurayshis’ beliefs.  17   The Persian historian Tabari (839–923) reported 
that Muhammad recognized the validity of the intercession of secondary divinities only 
to ease the discontent of Meccans resenting his message.  18   Here is what Tabari said: 

 Then God revealed: By the Star when it sets, your comrade does not err, nor is he 
deceived; nor does he speak out of (his own) desire. And when he came to the words: 
Have you thought upon al-Lat and al-Uzza and Manat, the third, the other? Satan cast 
on his tongue, because of his inner debates and what he desired to bring to his people, 
the words: These are the high-flying cranes; verily their intercession is accepted with 
approval. When Quraysh heard this, they rejoiced and were happy and delighted at the 
way in which he spoke of their gods, and they listened to him, while the Muslims, hav-
ing complete trust in their Prophet in respect of the messages which he brought from 
God, did not suspect him of error, illusion, or mistake. ( . . . ) The Quraysh left delighted 
by the mention of their gods which they had heard, saying, “Muhammad has men-
tioned our gods in the most favorable way possible, stating in his recitation that they are 
the high-flying cranes and that their intercession is received with approval.” 

 The news of this prostration reached those of the Messenger of God’s Companions 
who were in Abyssinia and people said, “The Quraysh have accepted Islam.” Some rose 
up to return, while others remained behind. Then Gabriel came to the Messenger of 
God and said, “Muhammad, what have you done? You have recited to the people that 
which I did not bring to you from God and you have said that which was not said to 
you.” Then the Messenger of God was much grieved and feared God greatly, but God 
sent down a revelation to him, for He was merciful to him, consoling him and making 
the matter light for him, informing him that there had never been a prophet or a mes-
senger before him who desired as he desired and wished as he wished but that Satan 
had cast words into his recitation, as he had cast words on Muhammad’s tongue. Then 
God cancelled what Satan had thus cast, and established his verses by telling him that he 
was like other prophets and messengers, and revealed: Never did we send a messenger 
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or a prophet before you but that when he recited (the Message) Satan cast words into 
his recitation ( umniyyah ). God abrogates what Satan casts. Then God established his 
verses.  19     

 The story presents the invocation of local deities as a mistake, probably unintentional on 
the part of Muhammad, since Satan suggested the alteration of the controversial verses, 
hence the epithet “Satanic Verses.” This interpretation of verses 19–23 of Surah 53, 
 The Star , probably aimed at erasing any vestige of a departure from strict monotheism. 
Quranic texts have traditionally purged these verses of any reference to any plea in favor 
of polytheistic beliefs on Muhammad’s part. Another interpretation sees the Prophet 
drawn somehow into some form of accommodation with the Qurayshis to try and rally 
them to his ideas, as suggested by Tabari in his commentary on the Qur’an.  20   

 What exactly is Muhammad’s message or preaching? Like Moses on Mount Horeb 
in the Sinai desert, Muhammad has a mystical experience. Most likely, pious Qurayshis 
had the habit of retreating into mountains in the desert a few days a year, according to 
the testimony of Tabari and ibn Hisham, an Iraqi grammarian of the ninth century.  21   Ibn 
Battuta, the famous fourteenth-century Moroccan explorer, related that:

  Mount Hira, north of Mecca, stands at a distance of about one parasang from this city 
(Mekka). It dominates Mina, rises towards the sky, and its top reaches a considerable 
height. The Messenger of God often made his devotions there before initiating his 
prophetic mission; it is here that the truth was brought to him by his Lord and the 
revelation began. The mountain became restless and the Prophet said: “Rest in peace, 
as there is on you a prophet, a man of truth and a true martyr.”  22     

 Tradition ascribes to Surah 96,  The Clot  ( al-Alaq ), the Prophet’s first revelation, through 
the intervention of Archangel Jibril (Gabriel)  23  :

  (Muhammad), read in the name of your Lord who created (all things). 
 He created man from a clot of blood. 
 Recite! Your Lord is the most Honorable One, 
 Who, by the pen, taught the human being: 
 He taught the human being what he did not know. 
 Despite this, the human being still tends to rebel 
 Because he thinks that he is independent.  24     

 The Prophet is said to have been severely traumatized by this spiritual experience, to 
the point where he wanted to die, but he ran to his wife, Khadija, to seek solace.  25   
The Qur’an poses the preaching of Muhammad as an authentic transmission of the 
Archangel’s divine instruction.  26   Far from being focused on Allah’s oneness ( tawhid ), 
its initial emphasis is on preaching the greatness of the creator and the arrogance of man 
who does not acknowledge Him as such, and thinks he is self-sufficient: “Everyone on 
earth is destined to die. Only the Supreme Essence of your Glorious and Gracious Lord 
will remain forever.”  27   Several surahs allude to the power of Allah, the Creator of all that 
exists, but Surah 87,  The Most High , magnifies the author of harmony in the universe, the 
very one who leads man in the right path:

  (Muhammad), glorify the Name of your lord, the Most High, 
 Who has created (all things) proportionately, 
 Decreed their destinies, and provided them with guidance. 
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 It is He who has caused the grass to grow, 
 Then caused it to wither away. 
 We shall teach you (the Quran) and you will not forget it 
 Unless God wills it to be otherwise. He knows all that is made public and 

all that remains hidden. 
 We shall make all your tasks easy. 
 Therefore, keep on preaching as long as it is of benefit. 
 Those who have fear of God will benefit 
 But the reprobates will turn away 
 And suffer the heat of the great fire 
 Wherein they will neither live nor die.  28     

 Allah’s benevolence therefore provides for all the needs in his creation, and that goodness 
will even resurrect he who confesses his power.  29   Recognition of his generosity is not suf-
ficient for the man who wants to earn a better life in the hereafter. He must purify himself 
by gestures of generosity and turn to the poorest:

  We shall facilitate the path to bliss 
 For those who spend for the cause of God, 
 Observe piety, and believe in receiving rewards from God. 
 But for those who are niggardly, horde their wealth, 
 And have no faith in receiving any reward (from God) 
 We shall facilitate the path to affliction 
 And their wealth will be of no benefit to them when they face destruction. 
 Surely, in Our hands is guidance, 
 And to Us belong the hereafter and the worldly life. 
 I have warned you about the fierce blazing fire 
 In which no one will suffer forever 
 Except the wicked ones who have rejected the (Truth) and have turned 

away from it. 
 The pious ones who spend for the cause of God 
 And purify themselves will be safe from this fire. 
 They do not expect any reward 
 Except the pleasure of their Lord, the Most High 
 And the reward (of their Lord) will certainly make them happy.  30     

 The first sermon is intended as a serious disapproval of the lifestyle of his fellow Meccans 
and their lack of generosity. In Surah  al-Fajr  (The Dawn), the Prophet reminds them 
of the evils of the rich cities of Iram and Tamud in Southern Arabia—destroyed because 
of their leaders’ greed and avarice.  31   Muhammad appeals to eschatology, the Day of 
Judgment, to persuade his countrymen to engage in the path that will lead them toward 
a better life in paradise. Precisely for this reason, Allah reveals his will through the preach-
ing (Qur’an) of his Messenger: “We have revealed the Qur’an to you in the Arabic 
language so that you could warn the people of the Mother Town (Mecca) and those 
around it of the inevitable Day of Resurrection when some will go to Paradise and others 
to hell.”  32   

 At first, he seems to limit his preaching to intimate circles. According to tradition, his 
first wife, Khadija, and his cousin and son-in-law, Ali, will become the first converts to the 
new religion—followed by his faithful companions Abu Bakr, Zayd his Christian slave, 
and Umar ibn Khattab.  33   According to Tabari, the Prophet undertook under Allah’s 
command his prophetic mission when he was 40 or 43.  34   Muhammad began to preach 
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publicly three years after having received his mission.  35   The Prophet’s message angered 
the wealthy Meccans who refused to join his new creed, and wanted to remain faith-
ful to their traditional beliefs.  36   But was it truly the Prophet’s admonitions against the 
hedonistic and selfish attitude of the wealthy Qurayshis that earned him such a strong 
opposition? Tradition likes to trace the source of their anger to his fierce rejection of 
polytheism. As reported by ibn Isham, the Qurayshis blamed the Messenger for insulting 
their religion and their customs, and causing division in the community.  37   

 The ninth-century scholar ibn Sad al-Baghdadi attributed the phenomenon to the 
increasing number of conversions and the open practice of this new religion, which put the 
Qurayshis on the defensive, and pushed them to respond vehemently.  38   Tabari describes 
the violence shown by some Qurayshi leaders against Muslims: “I said to Abdallah b. 
Amr, ‘Tell the worst thing which you saw the polytheists do to the Messenger of God.’ 
He said, ‘Uqbah b. Abi Mu’ayt came up while the Messenger of God was by the Ka’bah, 
twisted his robe round his neck, and throttled him violently.’”  39   Historians reported 
several incidents in which the Prophet and his companions were lambasted and ridiculed. 
Abu Jahl went as far as throwing a stone at Muhammad.  40   

 The offensive on Mecca, with Abu Jahl in command, wanted to make a difference 
in 617  AD , when several opponents to the Prophet tried to isolate the Hashemite clan 
with a blockade.  41   The two most popular collections of hadith, the  Sahih Muslim  and 
the  Sahih Bukhari , relate how incredulous Qurayshis abased the Messenger, covering 
him with the guts of a dead she-camel.  42   Despite various attempts at reconciliation 
undertaken primarily by Abu Talib, no successful agreement was achieved between 
the Prophet’s followers and the Qurayshis. When his companion died, Muhammad 
considered retreating to a less hostile place. After having converted pilgrims from 
Medina in Mecca, at their invitation, in 622, he went with his companions to Yathrib, 
the city or al-Medina.  43   The inhabitants of Medina, in fact, thought that the mes-
senger could restore harmony within the city, which was divided by clan rivalries. 
This migration ( hijra ), called the  Hegira  in Latin, marks the starting point of the 
Muslim calendar.  44   Muhammad became the leader of a much wider community 
( umma ) than the natural ethnic borders of the clan. The various social groups that 
composed Medina’s population, on one side the new Muslim followers, Jews, and 
pagans on the other, all entered into a kind of pact or social contract that established 
everyone’s rights and duties.  45   Ibn Hisham attributed the drafting of an alliance 
treaty to Muhammad. It is traditionally known as the Constitution of Medina.  46   
Was it revenge or the needs of migrants that had Muhammad launch troops to raid 
Meccan caravans?  47   The caravanners returning from Syria decided to protect their 
convoy with armed men, and with Abu Sufyan in charge, but the people of Medina 
succeeded in defeating them at Badr decisively, despite their small numbers. This 
victory epitomized the Prophet’s first triumph over the Meccans, allowing him to 
consolidate his authority over Medina and assert the superiority of Allah.  48   With his 
victory, he decided to dismiss those, among the people of Medina, who opposed his 
view of monotheism.  49   Many Jews in Medina refused, indeed, to accept Muhammad 
as the Messenger of God, and joined easily with the “hypocrites”—those among the 
Arabs who converted out of convenience while still maintaining idol worship in their 
hearts.  50   Those who did not respect the commitments of the treaty, polytheists and 
Jews, had to be defeated in Allah’s name: 

 This does not apply to the pagans with whom you have a valid peace treaty and who 
have not broken it from their side or helped others against you. You (believers) must 
fulfill the terms of the peace treaty with them. God loves the pious ones. 
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 When the sacred months are over, slay the pagans wherever you find them. Capture, 
besiege, and ambush them. If they repent, perform prayers and pay the religious tax, set 
them free. God is All-forgiving and All-merciful. 

 If any of the pagans ask you to give them refuge, give them asylum so that they may 
hear the words of God. Then, return them to their towns for they are an ignorant 
people.  51     

 Ibn al-Taimiyya Harrani (1263–1328), the famous Turkish Hanbali theologian, defines 
the objectives of the fight for Allah, jihad:

  Allah said when ordering jihad: Fight them until there is no more schism and the only 
religion is for Allah. The Prophet was asked: O Prophet of Allah, men can fight by 
valour, by rage or hypocrisy, who is the one ready to fight for the cause of Allah? The 
man who fights for the triumph of Allah’s words, said the Prophet, is the one who fights 
for the cause of Allah. This tradition is reported by the two sahih.  52     

 The subject of holy war is too complex to be treated fairly here. It probably evolved 
from a strategy to ensure the survival of the new religion in an often hostile environ-
ment and to embrace a more expansionary ideal.  53   The Qur’an states two objectives for 
jihad: self-defense against all forms of oppression, persecution, or social upheaval ( fitna ); 
and testimony to the triumph of Allah’s truth ( shahada ) by paying the price with one’s 
life.  54   Thus, Muhammad was not exclusively picking on his Meccan opponents. After 
the battle of Badr, he alleged that Jews did not respect the treaty of alliance, and tried to 
expel the Jewish tribes out of Medina, as well as Christians, to affirm Allah’s supremacy 
over the entire Arabian Peninsula.  55   Having expelled the Jewish tribe of Banu Qaynuqa, 
the victory of Meccan forces over Muhammad’s troops in Uhud, in 625, raised doubt 
among the other Jewish tribes about the true power of the leader of Medina.  56   Then the 
Prophet extirpated from Medina the Banu Nadir by sending them in exile in Khaybar. As 
for the Banu Qurayza, Muhammad decided to kill all the male subjects because this tribe 
had collaborated with ibn Sufyan in order to facilitate the entry of Qurayshi attackers in 
Medina.  57   

 The military meaning of “jihad” cannot be escaped or underestimated.  58   However, 
the word “jihad” may have several meanings, and such meanings have been debated 
among Islamic scholars and jurists throughout history. Already in the Qur’an it refers to 
a form of struggle for the sake of Allah, but this fight can just as easily be internal (jihad 
of the heart where the individual struggles against what estranges him from the Creator) 
or external (the jihad of the sword against the enemies of Islam). Contextualization is 
necessary in order to interpret jihad correctly and avoid a caricature of Islam as intrinsi-
cally violent.  59   

 Historically, the Christian West sustained similar expansionist views with the con-
version of Constantine and the Crusades, and the sending of missionaries during the 
colonial conquest. What remains largely dubious about jihad today is its current use 
by Muslim fundamentalists, who do not hesitate to use suicide attacks without any real 
substantial threat to Islam from outside. Ghamini Javed, a progressive Islamic scholar, 
believes that the jihad against those who rejected Allah’s supremacy, immediately after 
Muhammad’s preaching, were perhaps justified to establish Allah’s victory over Arabia. 
However, those days are gone, so jihad for the sole purpose of submitting the infidels 
cannot be justified. 

 It was during the Medina period that Islamic law, the Sharia, gradually took shape. A 
new sociopolitical order appeared—the  Umma  or community—which brought together 
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Muslim believers and those with whom agreements had been signed for unified gov-
ernance. The Qur’an served as the primary source for the faithful to understand what 
Allah expected of them: “We have established for you a code of conduct ( Sharia ) and a 
religion. Follow it and do not follow the desires of the ignorant people.”  60   It contains, 
indeed, a few principles for rules of conduct in matters of domestic life, family, sexuality, 
and so on. A sacred text, whether it is the Torah or the New Testament, rarely addresses 
every aspect of the religious and social life of a community. The Qur’an is no exception 
to the rule, and that is why an additional source of law is added, the prophetic tradition 
or the Sunna. The added source includes Muhammad’s sayings and deeds, and opinions 
delivered in a given situation. The prophetic tradition was first formed orally, but the 
Prophet’s death precipitated the need for the development of collections of statements 
made during his lifetime—the hadiths.  61   These are the object of a science designed to 
assess their degree of authority based on the reliability of its transmission chain, right to 
the written form. Muslim jurists, therefore, used the Qur’an and the Sunna to establish 
jurisprudence or  fiqh . Other sources of law may also complement the Sunna, such as 
consensus among lawyers ( ijma ) and analogical reasoning ( qiyas ). Like rabbinical law, 
 fiqh  seeks to adapt the Sharia to specific situations, which are often unique. So there 
are several schools of Islamic law, each with their own characteristics. When the law is 
unclear, a law expert who has authority to issue a fatwa, or legal opinion, is recruited. 
The Sunnis call this expert mufti and the Shi’ites call this mullah. Among Sunnis, the 
first school ( madhhad ) is called  Hanafi , named after its founder, Abu Hanifa, in the 
eighth century. This school is especially prevalent in Turkey, Pakistan, and India. More 
flexible in its interpretation, it makes extensive use of analogical reasoning. Introduced 
by Ahmad ibn Hanbal, the  Hanbali  School, generally more conservative and an enemy 
of reasoning, is mostly found in the Arabian Peninsula, especially in Saudi Arabia, where 
it inspired wahhabism.  62   The  Maliki  School founded by Malik ibn Anas remains the first 
law school of North and West Africa, and it places special emphasis on reasoning. Unlike 
previous schools, it nevertheless admits as a possible source of law customs held by early 
generations of the faithful in Medina. Imam Muhammad ibn Idris ash-Shafi’i wrote the 
first treatise on Islamic law in the ninth century by exposing the sources of law ( usul 
al-fiqh ),  al-Risala  (The Letter). The  Shafi’i  School restricts the Sunna to the Prophet’s 
actions only, and rejects any interpretation that allows recourse to custom, such as the 
custom of Medina in the  Maliki  tradition or that of Kuka in the  Hanafi  School. Only the 
hadiths going back to Muhammad himself can help shed light on the Qur’an, and rea-
soning becomes complementary.  63   The  Shafi’i  School became the official school during 
the Abbasids and today it is widespread in East Africa, the Philippines, and Indonesia. 

 The Sharia wishes to create an ideal city by stating the ritual obligations but also all 
the rules of human interaction in society ( al muamalat ), which are mainly rules of inheri-
tance or donation, marriage, trade, and crime. When dealing with the Sharia, one also 
has to bear in mind that it cannot be considered as positive law, as in the West, because 
Allah alone can determine true Islamic values. Coulson wrote: “In the Islamic concept, 
law precedes and moulds society; to its eternally valid dictates the structure of State and 
society must, ideally, conform.”  64   The Sharia classifies human actions into five categories: 
what is prescribed ( wajib ), what is recommended ( mandub ), what is permissible ( halal ) 
or is reprehensible ( makruh ), and finally what is forbidden ( haraam ). Conformity or 
its opposite calls for reward or punishment, or no consequence at all, depending on 
the category in which the action falls. Thus, nonconformity to what is required and the 
execution of a prohibited act are both punished. Defiance of the recommended will not 
lead to sanctions, and observance of rules related to this class of action is not prone to 
reward. The Sharia also provides various penalties for criminal offenses. There are fixed 
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penalties ( hadd, hudud  plural) prescribed by the Qur’an or the Sunna, for which a judge 
has no discretion. Illicit sex ( zina ) belongs to this group.  65   The punishments for these 
crimes are mainly physical in nature: death by stoning or beheading, limb amputation for 
theft, or the whip for drinking alcohol. The law of retaliation ( qisas ) applies in cases of 
homicide or injury and at the request of the victim’s family, who may request instead of 
corporal punishment monetary compensation, also called blood money ( diyya ).  66   Finally, 
some acts deserve admonition ( tazir ) from public authorities, although sanctions are 
left to the discretion of judges because neither the Qur’an nor the Sunna consider these 
situations, or because certain conditions are lacking to rate an act as punishable by fixed 
penalty ( hadd ) or by the retaliation ( qisas ).  67   Application of the Sharia somewhat varies 
in the contemporary Muslim world, ranging from a stricter enforcement in Saudi Arabia 
or Iran, to situations of hybridized systems of criminal justice, especially in former British 
colonies, where Common Law and Sharia coexist. Many progressive Islamic thinkers 
make use of the critical-historical method to rethink Islam, its theology, and legal sys-
tem. Without revoking the religious nature of revelation, thinkers such as the Algerian 
Muhammad Arkoun and the Sudanese Abdullahi Ahmed An-Naim stressed the need to 
emphasize the humanly constructed nature of the Qur’an, the Sunna, and Sharia. These 
authors, usually exiled because of their ideas, try to restore Islamic reason, the role of 
reflection ( ijtihad ) in the apprehension of religious truth.  68   In the postcolonial context, 
some Muslim fundamentalist movements promoted the observance of the Sharia as an 
instrument of Allah’s will to build an ideal society, based on Islamic moral principles. 
Moreover, the observance of the Sharia became emblematic of their opposition to the 
said corruption found in the West, where behavior is dictated by the law of the major-
ity and not divine law. Many liberal thinkers insist on a reinterpretation of the Sharia, 
which should lead to greater respect for human rights, particularly in matters of corporal 
chastisement and the role of women. Nonetheless, Islamists continue to stress the moral 
superiority of the Sharia. In a context of globalization, there is no doubt that the strict 
application of the Sharia has become difficult, and the states whose laws it inspires cannot 
ignore this new context asking for change.  69   

 To complete this section, it is necessary to speak of Muhammad’s revenge over Mecca, 
when on January 1, in the year of 630, he took the city by force. It was an opportunity 
for the Prophet to destroy the idols in order to assert Allah’s sovereignty: “Narrated by 
Abdullah (ibn Masud): When the Prophet entered Mecca on the day of the Conquest, 
there were 360 idols around the Ka’aba. The Prophet started striking them with a stick 
he had in his hand and was saying, ‘Truth has come and Falsehood will neither start nor 
will it reappear.’”  70   As reported by the historian Tabari, Muhammad sacked the idols of 
the  Ka’aba , especially the largest, Hubal, but he treated the  Ka’aba  itself—the stone 
enclosure—with great respect, going in circles around it, as the custom in pre-Islamic 
religion dictated, then went inside to pray.  71   This stage of the Prophet’s life was also 
marked by allegiance to Allah of eminent Qurayshis, and their leader Abu Sufyan. While 
the Medina period was characterized by the triumph of the  Umma  on tribal organi-
zation, the conquest of Mecca seemed the perfect opportunity to regulate the believ-
er’s entire life with a code of life: marriage rules, food taboos, and rituals for personal 
hygiene.  72   Tradition traces back to this period food taboos on consumption and sale 
of pork, meat from animals already dead, and wine drinking.  73   The conquest of Mecca 
and submission of its elite gave the signal for a new starting point for the new religion, 
seeking to impose itself on all the peoples of the Arabian Peninsula, Syria, and Yemen.  74   
He began by submitting the Arab Bedouins, especially the Hawazin and the Thaqif of 
Ta’if, during the Battle of Hunayn in 630.  75   After the Prophet’s death in Medina in 632, 
his successors ( khalifa ), the first caliphs Abu Bakr (632–634) and Omar ibn al-Khattab 
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(634–644), successfully launched the conquest of the Byzantine and Sassanid Empires, 
and the conquest of Egypt.  76   The expansion continued rapidly under the Umayyad 
caliphs (661–750) and reached Central Asia, India, Spain, France, and the Maghreb. The 
Umayyads moved the capital of the caliphate to Damascus, and implemented a system of 
government that attempted to introduce legislation to the various local Muslim customs. 
This called for a greater diversity in the application of the Sharia. Coulson attributed it to 
the authority of the  qadi s or judges. Appointed by the government administration, they 
were responsible for the assessment according to their personal opinion ( ra’y ) of local 
laws and customs, in light of the Qur’an.  77   The Abbasids (750–1258) sought to stan-
dardize the law. Under this dynasty, the foundations of the classical theory of Islamic law 
were established. Abbasid legal theorists strove to substitute personal opinions and local 
traditions with a system that relies on the Prophet’s authority. This was done by resort-
ing, sometimes artificially, to what He would have done in similar circumstances, to the 
hadiths transmitted from generation to generation through an unbroken chain ( isnad ).  78   
The Sharia is then presented as the divine law as it was transmitted by the Qur’an and the 
Sunna. Leaving less room for reasoning ( ijtihad ), this approach rather looked for valida-
tion from the consensus ( ijma ) of expert learned men. Coulson puts it this way: “The 
right of  ijthihad  was replaced by the duty of  taqlid  or ‘imitation.’ Henceforth every jurist 
was an ‘imitator’ ( muqallid ), bound to accept and follow the doctrine established by his 
predecessors.”  79   

 A few words about Shi’a Islam, the second most important branch of Islam, are in 
order. It is common to link the emergence of the Sh’ites to the problem of Muhammad’s 
succession as leader of the  Umma . The Sh’ites did not actually recognize the authority of 
the first three caliphs, pleading that these caliphs did not belong to the Prophet’s family. 
For them, Muhammad’s natural successor had to be his son-in-law, Ali ibn Abi Talib, 
who had married his daughter Fatima. Ali became the fourth caliph, but he was militar-
ily usurped by Muawiyah, who became the first Umayyad caliph. Ali was assassinated in 
Kufa, Iraq, and buried in Najaf. These two cities came to be the holy cities of Shi’a Islam, 
along with Karbala, where Muawiya’s son, Yazid, killed Hussein, who was Muhammad’s 
grandson and third imam in Ali’s succession.  80   Shi’a clearly reflects the diversity of opin-
ion when it comes to the Prophet’s successor as a spiritual and political leader of the com-
munity, but the differences go beyond partisanship. It is rooted in Medina’s social and 
cultural diversity, which could explain the two different ways of conceiving the Prophet’s 
succession. According to the Pakistani islamologist Jafri, Abu Bakr’s supporters insisted 
very much on the political role of a caliph, chosen for his exploits, as in the tradition of the 
nomadic tribes of Northern Arabia. Also according to Jafri, sedentary tribes of Southern 
Arabia greatly valued the spiritual qualities of their leaders. For the latter, belonging to 
the clan of the Banu Hashim, the guardians of the  Ka’aba , had considerable prestige, 
and family ties (Ahl al-Bayt) linking Ali to the Prophet should have taken precedence 
over everything else.  81   The Imamate did not have the same resonance for Ali’s support-
ers. They see the imam as a spiritual guide, as expressed very well in a hadith compiled 
in the ninth century by at-Tirmidhi: “I am the city of knowledge and Ali is its Gate.”  82   
In Sh’ite theology, Allah sent down ( tanzil ) the exoteric ( zahir ) meaning of his Law 
through the Prophet but the believer is introduced ( tawil ) to the deep esoteric ( batin ) 
meaning of this revelation by the imam, who may also bear the name of  ayatollah  or 
 mullah .  83   Twelve imams, Ali and eleven others, have a distinct charisma because of their 
closeness ( walaya ) with Allah. Because of that  walaya , the imam becomes a spiritual and 
temporal guide able to lead believers to the light ( nur ) by revealing the hidden mean-
ing of Muhammad’s prophetic message.  84   Thus, Muhammad ibn al-Masud al-Ayashi, 
a Sh’ite commentator of the tenth century, wrote: “There is someone among you, said 
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the Prophet, who fights for the spiritual interpretation ( tawil ) of the Qur’an, as I myself 
fought for its revealed letter ( tanzil ), and that person is Ali ibn Abi Talib.”  85   The imam 
has a cosmic dimension, being a historical manifestation of divine love that eternally 
exists, and every age in history has its own spiritual guide. Hence, for the Twelver Sh’ites, 
the twelfth and last imam, Muhammad al-Mahdi has gone into occultation since the year 
940, and will return at the end of time, guided by Allah (meaning of the Arabic word 
 mahdi ) to defeat Dajjal, the imposter and false prophet.  86   Without imams, theophany of 
the divine light, which represents the revealed truth, could not be completed. There are 
other smaller Sh’ite branches that cannot be surveyed here. Among them, the Ismailis 
accept only seven imams, interrupting the succession with the occultation of Muhammad 
ibn Ismail, grandson of the sixth Imam Jafar as-Sadiq.  87   Given the imam’s central role, 
Twelver Shi’ism developed a particular conception of Islamic law. The authority of the 
imam is closer to infallibility and, unlike Sunni Islam, it leaves no room for reasoning 
( ijtihad ) or consensus ( ijma ).  88   The Sh’ites recognize as legitimate hadiths only those 
transmitted by the imams, rejecting the hadiths collected by the Sunnis, because these 
traditions were transmitted by the Prophet’s companions who were not his relatives.  89   

 Twelver Shi’ites have their own school of law, the Jafari, founded by Jafar as-Sadiq 
in the eighth century. It relies heavily on the reflection ( ijtihad ) of the person who is 
responsible to bring out the rule of law, the jurist called the  mujtahid . This skill is no 
longer recognized by the Sunnis since the tenth century. The role of the law expert ( muj-
tahid ) is related to the imamate theory. The imam, like the caliph, had a legislative role, 
but because of occultation, adepts must now rely on the expert. The imam somehow del-
egated to the  mujtahid  his responsibility to determine the law from the Qur’an and the 
 Sunna , which includes among the Twelver only those traditions related to the Twelve 
Imams. Thus, the grand ayatollahs in Iran are figures of authority on Islamic law. They 
are called  Marja e-Taqlid  because their followers follow their fatwas without requiring 
authentication or evidence of their validity.  90   

 The life of the Prophet contains episodes with mystical flavor. It is, therefore, not 
surprising to encounter an early Islamic movement of mysticism, Sufism. Here is how ibn 
Khaldun describes the religion of the Sufi adept: 

 This science belongs to the sciences of the religious law that originated in Islam. Sufism 
is based on the assumption that the method of its adherents had always been consid-
ered by the important early Muslims, the men around Muhammad and the men of the 
second generation, as well as those who came after them, as the path of truth and right 
guidance. The Sufi approach is based upon constant application to divine worship, 
complete devotion to God, aversion to the false splendour of the world, abstinence 
from the pleasure, property, and position to which the great mass aspires, and retire-
ment from the world into solitude for divine worship. These things were general among 
the men around Muhammad and the early Muslims. 

 Then, worldly aspirations increased in the second [eighth] century and after. People 
now inclined toward worldly affairs. At that time, the special name of Sufis ( Sufiyah  and 
 Mutasawwifah ) was given to those who aspired to divine worship.  91     

 According to this historian, the Arabic word for wool,  sufi , would explain the etymol-
ogy of the word Sufi, as followers wore a gray wool clothing to differentiate them, and 
show their poverty.  92   This movement gained momentum especially after the tenth and 
eleventh centuries with the Persians al-Hallaj and al-Ghazali, and then in the thirteenth 
century with the Andalusian ibn Arabi and the Turk by adoption, Jalal al-Din Rumi, 
founder of the Mevlevi brotherhood of whirling dervishes. Asceticism also marked the 
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Sufis, who often lived as solitary hermits before the brotherhoods appeared in the thir-
teenth century, when many followers who were drawn by a spiritual leader ( Sheik ) started 
to live a celibate life in convents ( ribat ).  93   Islamic theology has not developed the habit 
of describing the relationship of man to God in terms of love. It prefers to speak of the 
submission of the creature before God’s greatness. The Sufi mystic, however, engages on 
a path that will lead him by successive steps to express his love for God through renun-
ciation and total abandonment. Besides reciting the Qur’an, the Sufi uses techniques 
of repetition ( dhikr ) of God’s name to induce ecstasy and annihilation ( fana ) in God. 
Sufism was probably meant to react to the formalism of a religion that gave prominence 
to the observance of the law at the expense of the purity of heart and sincerity of inten-
tions in compliance with the law. However, although some Sufis believe that mystical 
union allows direct access to God’s will, without recourse to the Sharia, the vast majority 
of Sufis maintains the obligation to follow the Sharia.  94    

  Sexuality 
 The  Tales of the Thousand and One Nights  have captured the imagination of Westerners 
for its open eroticism and sexual license. Voluptuous descriptions of harem life during 
the Caliphates of Baghdad, Cairo, or the Ottoman Empire certainly fed sexual fantasies, 
in both the East and West. Contemporary Islamic moral reform, more than often, offers 
a puritanical view of sex, particularly when it comes to female sexuality.  95   Addressing the 
issue of sexuality in Islam thus requires a double effort: first to recover an ancient dis-
course on sex that conservative ideas have occulted and, second, to reach beyond strict 
gender codes of conduct and into the daily sex lives of people. The inescapable presence 
of erotology in premodern Arab-Muslim literature should not bring us to contrast two 
views about sex and pleasure without any explanation: a more open and libertine one, the 
other conservative and austere. These opposing views were found right from the nine-
teenth century, whether in Gallant Burton describing the forbidden pleasures of the East 
or in Voltaire and Renan who saw in Islam backwardness and intolerance. The contrast 
suggested by Foucault between an Oriental  ars erotica  and a Western  scientia sexualis  
remains a shortcut that the history of both cultures simply rejects. Strict religious codes 
regarding sex have always rubbed shoulders with more permissive cultural expressions. 
As Lagrange reminds us, these perceptions still exist side by side, and both are in a way 
an attempt to rehabilitate an essential Islam that does not exist in practice: a premodern 
Islam praising all sorts of sexual pleasures and a fundamentalist approach that wants to 
retrieve from the Scriptures and the early tradition a pure teaching, to their own eyes free 
from corrupted views, such as homoeroticism and homosexuality.  96   This type of view 
is not totally absent from the Arab world. For instance, the Syrian scholar Salah al-Din 
al-Munajjid wrote in 1958 a history of the sexual life of the Arabs, in which he projects 
an exuberant and liberated sexuality in the past ( jahiliyyah  and Umayyad periods), con-
trasting it with conservative views that clustered in reaction to the debauchery and the 
obscenities of the Abbasid caliphates.  97   Only a believer can contemplate truth or a true 
essence; the historian is left with shifting discourses and practices that depend on time 
and space.  98   Divergent interpretations of the Qur’an and the hadiths on sexual matters 
coexist, and nonreligious literature often carries us on the ground of transgression, away 
from the ethical standards set by theology and  fiqh . 

 Malek Chebel, an Algerian-born anthropologist, has devoted most of his writings to 
demonstrating the importance of the aesthetics of love and sensual delight in the devel-
opment of the Arab-Muslim culture. He quotes the words of ibn Hazm, an Andalusian 
poet and theologian of the eleventh century:
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  It is sufficient for a good Moslem to abstain from those things which Allah has forbid-
den, and which, if he chooses to do, he will find charged to his account on the Day of 
Resurrection. But to admire beauty, and to be mastered by love that is a natural thing, 
and comes not within the range of Divine commandment and prohibition; all hearts 
are in God’s hands, to dispose them what way He will, and all that is required of them 
is that they should know and consider the difference between right and wrong, and 
believe firmly what is true. Love itself is an inborn disposition; man can only control 
those motions of his members, which he has acquired by deliberate effort.  99     

 The Qur’an and Sunna describe sexuality as highly positive. While Yaweh created man 
and woman out of the dust of the ground, creation in the Qur’an involves sexual fertil-
ization. Surah 22 refers to it clearly:

  People, if you have doubts about the Resurrection, you must know that We created you 
from clay that was turned into a living germ. This was developed into a clot of blood, 
which was made into a well formed and partly shapeless lump of flesh. This is how We 
show you that resurrection is not more difficult for Us than your creation. We cause 
whatever We want to stay in the womb for an appointed time, We then take you out of 
the womb as a baby, so that you may grow up and receive strength.  100     

 There is no place in the Qur’an for any type of sexual asceticism resulting in celibacy. 
Instead, it is written: “Marry the single people among you and the righteous slaves 
and slave-girls.”  101   The following verse provides some restraint to the believer’s sexual 
behavior. Sexuality is rightfully expressed within marriage ( nikah ) only, a contract that 
binds a man to a woman: “Let those who cannot find someone to marry maintain chas-
tity until God makes them rich through His favours.” Even the Syrian Hanbali scholar 
ibn Taimiyya (thirteenth century), who never married, refused to identify celibacy as a 
valid path to spiritual perfection. Nevertheless, he confessed his personal inadequacy 
to achieve the prophetic model combining marriage and spiritual quest.  102   For him, 
passionate love ( ishq ) disturbs the psyche, agitates the body, and brings along pain and 
weakness, even in marriage. His position has a lot of similarity with Pauline pragma-
tism observed among Christians—wedlock is presented as an effective remedy in most 
cases against lust and female seduction. Even for the famed Sufi theologian al-Ghazali, 
mystical union requires some renunciation (food, shelter, and clothing), but not sexual 
abstinence:

  Another necessary thing—Marriage. Many persons say that if one person gets married 
or takes several wives, he goes out of the limit of renunciation. The Prophet was the 
greatest of saints and yet he loved wives. Shall we then go without marriage? The saint 
Aynah supported this. He said: that Hazrat Ali was the greatest among the companions 
but he had four wives and twelve slave girls. To us, what the saint Abu Solaiman Darani 
said is the correct opinion. He said: Whatever thing keeps your mind turned away 
from God-properties and children, is the sign of your misfortune. When women keep 
your mind away from God. It is better then to remain unmarried. Not to marry then 
is included within renunciation. But when passion runs high, to marry is compulsory. 
If you do not then marry, it will not be renunciation. If one knows that his wife not 
keep his mind turned away from the remembrance of God, it does not go out of renun-
ciation, as the object of marriage is the birth of children and preservation of human 
species. By this, merits are acquired for increasing also the followers of the Prophet. A 
bachelor is like one who gives up food and drink fearing them. That is not renunciation, 
as to give up food and drink means destruction of body. Similarly, to give up marriage is 
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not renunciation as it will not preserve his dynasty. So to give up marriage for forsaking 
conjugal joy is not renunciation.  103     

 Sexual pleasure enjoyed within its legal framework is natural, and every believer should 
feel guiltless or shameless about it. The Syrian imam, an-Nawawi (thirteenth century), 
recounts a hadith where the Prophet answers his companions who ask questions about 
an alleged spiritual advantage of the rich who can afford giving alms. The Messenger 
responds that Allah considers that whenever a believer is doing good or avoiding evil, 
it is a charity, even in the works of the flesh. Astonished by the answer, the companions 
asked him if performing the sexual act had to be rewarded, and he replied: “To enjoin 
a good action is charity, to forbid an evil action is charity, and in the sexual act of each 
of you there is charity.”  104   Even in Paradise, carnal pleasure is not left out, with its gar-
den of many rivers and lush vegetation that invite the blessed, lying on beds adorned 
with precious stones, for relaxation and pleasure: “They will have maidens ( huris ) with 
large, lovely black and white eyes, like pearls preserved in their shells, as reward for their 
deeds.”  105   In addition to the  huris , male youths ( ghulman ) are also available in heaven, 
but they will be discussed in the next section.  106   Erotology textbooks unsurprisingly 
flourished within the Islamic world. Sheikh Nafzawi, a Tunisian writer of the fifteenth 
century, prefaced his work  The Perfumed Garden :

  Praise be given to God, who has placed man’s greatest pleasure in the natural parts of 
the woman, and has destined the natural parts of man to afford the greatest enjoyment 
to woman. He has not endowed the parts of woman with any pleasurable or satisfac-
tory feeling until the same have been penetrated by the instrument of the male; and 
likewise the sexual organs of man know rest nor quietness until they have entered those 
of the female. Hence the mutual operation. There takes place between the two actors 
wrestling, intertwinings, a kind of animated conflict. Owing to the contact of the lower 
parts of the two bellies, the enjoyment soon comes to pass. The man is at work as with 
a pestle, while the woman seconds him by lascivious movements; finally comes the 
ejaculation.  107     

 Imam Qaradawi (1926–) mentions that the Qur’an lays down the universal law of male-
female sexual duality and that sexual complementarity is essential to everyone to fully 
accomplish oneself, male and female.  108   Companionship and mutual love are the primary 
purpose of marriage, from which naturally flow procreation, family, and ultimately soci-
ety. The complementarity of both sexes serves to naturalize heterosexuality as the only 
valid sexual identity.  109   Ibn Hanbal narrated a tradition dating back to the Prophet, who 
reportedly criticized Uthman, after his wife had complained to the Prophet’s wife, Aisha, 
about her husband who stood the night in prayer and fasted all day. Muhammad then 
made him understand that intercourse with one’s wife belonged to the wisdom of his 
Sunna, which should always respect the limitations of the human condition. Sleeping, 
eating, and copulating are an integral part of the prophetic Sunna, as pointed out by the 
traditionist ad-Darimi (ninth century).  110   Temporary marriage ( zawaj muta ), licensed for 
a fixed period during trips and wars, or coitus interruptus ( azl ) are all licit practices that 
place pleasure at the center of sex life, before the duty of reproduction.  111   The Qur’an 
allows men to have up to four wives, provided specifically that they be fair to each.  112   
After Khadija’s death, the Messenger lives with eleven wives in Medina and tradition does 
not spare the comments on his private life, especially with Aisha and Zaynab.  113   When 
the Prophet wanted to sleep with a spouse whose turn it was not, because of his sense of 
fairness and his perfect manhood, he did not hesitate to visit them all the same night.  114   
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The philosopher al-Ghazali even allowed himself to describe the Prophet’s orgasm, who 
made a point of having sex with his wife and ejaculating without emitting a sound.  115   

 The Qur’an imposes relatively few limits on marital sexuality, as stated in this verse: 
“Your wives are as fields for you. You may enter your fields from any place you want.”  116   
Most commentators see in this immense sexual freedom, and it does not necessarily 
need to be interpreted as the denial of female sexual pleasure. The Hanbali Imam, ibn 
Qudama (twelfth century) said:

  It is expedient for the husband to stimulate and fondle his wife before vaginal pen-
etration, to increase her desire, and to make sure she gets during intercourse as much 
pleasure as he does. As reported by Umar ibn Abdel Aziz, the Prophet said: “Do not 
penetrate her until she has as much desire as you, so you do not come before her. Kiss 
her, give her a wink, hug her, and when you see she has reached the same level of desire 
as yours, then do it.”  117     

 Is the verse “enter your field from any place you want” opening the door to fellatio, 
cunnilingus, sodomy, and heterosexual masturbation? Imam ibn Qudama emphasized 
the need for foreplay between partners, and encouraged reciprocity in pleasure.  118   Most 
major jurists agree to consider fellatio or cunnilingus as  halal  (legal), since no verse in the 
Qur’an or hadith mentions it. Imam as-Shafi’i decreed that all parts of the body, with the 
exception of the anus, could be solicited during extravaginal intercourse.  119   

 The Shafi’i an-Nawawi implicitly condemned cunnilingus because the husband who 
stared at his wife’s sex committed a despicable act.  120   According to Abu Abdullah ibn 
Ahmad al-Bija’i, Hanafi and Maliki  fiqh  believe that fellatio and cunnilingus are  halal  
because neither the Qur’an nor the hadiths disallow it specifically.  121   Some prominent 
contemporary jurists accept fellatio and cunnilingus as  halal  practices in marital sex.  122   
Others, more conservative, issue notices to ban a practice estimated detestable, making 
man like unto the beast.  123   

 According to traditionist at-Tirmidhi, ibn Abbas and Khuzaymah ibn Thabit have 
transmitted hadiths prohibiting sexual intercourse of a man into the anus of a woman.  124   
The  Tafsir ibn Abbas  interprets verse 223 of Surah “The Cow” to indicate one of two 
ways of licitly penetrating the vagina, either by the front or from behind. In this exegesis, 
the “field” ( harts ) can only refer to the vagina, where fertilization occurs.  125   The Afghani 
traditionist, Abu Dawud (ninth century), relates that the Prophet gave a favorable opin-
ion concerning this sexual position, following a complaint from a Medinan woman, 
whose Meccan husband penetrated her from behind. This hadith mentioned that the sex 
position was appreciated by Meccans but unknown in Medina, whose inhabitants fol-
lowed Jewish customs, with the woman lying on her back.  126   According to this tradition, 
vaginal penetration from behind is quite legitimate, not anal penetration.  127   The Shafi’i 
jurist, ibn Kathir (fourteenth century) cited several hadiths to confirm that the “field” 
is nothing else but the vagina, and the Messenger in this verse authorized vaginal pen-
etration from behind and not anal penetration.  128   Contemporary jurists, such as Sheikh 
al-Albani and al-Qaradawi, take up this viewpoint.  129   The latter adds an argument rarely 
found in the commentaries and hadith collections: anal penetration of one’s wife is akin 
to “minor pederasty,” which would make it a horrible sin ( haram ).  130   Hocine Benkheira 
argues that  hadith  literature interprets verse 223 as being strongly against heterosexual 
anal sex, while the verse could simply suggest that any possible position is licit.  131   He 
argues that jurists and theologians had different opinions on the subject.  132   The stricter 
interpretation triumphed, adopting a more moralizing attitude from the ninth century, 
under the influence of Judaism and Christianity. 
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 About masturbation, al-Ghazali was consistent with the remarks of ibn Abbas, who 
advised a young bachelor with strong sexual urges to masturbate rather than risking 
fornication.  133   Al-Ghazali did not totally condemn masturbation, though he did not con-
sider it harmless. It was a sin that one should afford in order to avoid a greater fault such 
as adultery ( zina ). Hanafi and Hanbali Schools typically argue that in such circumstances 
masturbation becomes more or less prescribed ( majid ). The Maliki and Shafi’i Schools 
condemn it unreservedly.  134   Imam Shafi’i bases his opinion, like many other jurists, on 
the Surah “The Believers” (23:6–7) to lambast masturbators. In fact, the surah accuses of 
wrongdoing precisely those who are sexually active outside marriage, but for Shafi’i any 
use of the penis outside the vagina remains prohibited.  135   The Maliki jurist of Cordoba, 
ibn Qurtubi, follows the same reasoning.  136   The Yemeni traditionist, Abdr ar-Raqqaz 
(ninth century), in his hadith collection  al-Mussannaf , mentions ancient traditions that 
allow warriors to masturbate to relieve sexual tension, in the absence of women.  137   Ibn 
Taimiyya summarizes the experts’ various opinions: 

 Question about a man who has to deal with an unyielding sexual urge. So he mastur-
bates with his hand, and at times closes thighs against his penis. He knows that fasting 
can put an end to this behaviour; although fasting is difficult. 

 Response. There is no sin when the emission of pre-ejaculatory fluid is involuntary. 
However, he must practice a major ablution ( gnus ) after having ejaculated. Voluntarily 
procuring ejaculation by masturbation is forbidden ( haram ) according to most schol-
ars, and it is one of the two views expressed by Ahmad (ibn Hanbal)—rather the most 
obviate of both—and in his other opinion, it is condemned ( makru ). 

 But if it is induced by uncontrollable circumstances—for instance if a man is afraid 
of committing adultery or becoming sick if he does not masturbate–the ulemas say two 
well-known things about this matter. Various groups of elders ( salafs ) and those who 
followed ( khalafs ) have authorized it in such situations, while others have banned it. 
And God knows best!  138     

 Ibn Taimiyya’s mention of masturbation as a possible remedy for disease is probably an 
implicit reference to the theory of humors, found in Galenic or Aristotelian medicine. 
In both of these medical theories, metabolic balance requires a periodic excretion of 
bodily fluids, including semen.  139   The eminent physician ibn Sina recommends youth 
to have sex regularly rather than masturbate, for health reasons.  140   Ottoman medicine 
recommends masturbation in the absence of sex with a partner, without excess because 
it is a source of anxiety, debilitating the mind and weakening the penis.  141   The con-
temporary Imam, al-Albani, stigmatizes the practice of masturbation as a prohibited 
act ( haram ), because the Qur’an implicitly prohibits it when it restricts the exercise of 
sexuality within marriage (23:7–8), and requires abstinence from unmarried individu-
als (24:33).  142   Sheikh al-Albani also points out that repeated masturbation may cause 
adverse health consequences. With some Shi’ites, the ban appears to be complete and 
can carry heavier consequences than among Sunnis. Shi’ite imam Sayed Mohammad 
Rizvi reports that Imam Jafar as-Sadiq ranked masturbation with extramarital sex, and 
the masturbator could be brought to trial before an Islamic court.  143   The Sunni Egyptian 
jurist, as-Sayed Sabiq, seems more realistic when he views masturbation akin to sexual 
touching or fondling, which excludes vaginal penetration. A judge could theoretically 
punish such behavior by a discretionary sentence, but it would be extremely difficult, in 
practice, to prove because of the absence of witnesses. Instead, they are acts of an indi-
vidual conscience facing the Creator.  144   Despite a normative discourse sometimes hard 
on masturbation, the multiplicity of terms used to designate it suggests that its practice 
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is far from being curbed.  145   There is also the recognition by all that it cannot easily or 
effectively be punished. Thus, in rural Morocco, masturbation, sometimes in groups, is 
part of a learning process about sex among adolescents.  146   As such, it is tolerated while 
it is considered shameful if practiced by an adult. A survey of students in Turkey showed 
the popularity of this practice even if young people do not seem very comfortable with 
it for religious reasons.  147   

 The emission of semen outside the vagina is not a problem for theologians or lawyers. 
Coitus interruptus is permitted, and a menstruating spouse may also masturbate her 
husband.  148   The Qur’an strictly forbids sexual intercourse during menstruation, until the 
woman is purified by a major ablution ( ghusl ). Menstrual blood is not the only body fluid 
to require a washing of the whole body considered to be polluted ( junub ). In the same 
class are: the emission of semen in masturbation, or as a result of a thought or a gaze with 
a sexual intent, the emission of sperm or vaginal secretion during intercourse. The intro-
mission of the penis into the vagina or anus, be it the length of the glans, entails an obli-
gation ( fardh ) of major ablution.  149   Bouhdiba draws attention to the fact that pollution 
is the result of the physiological functions of elimination and excretion, and not because 
of the commission of a fault or sin. This is proven by the fact that perfectly lawful inter-
course also may cause pollution.  150   Purification ( tahara ) by water means that the faithful 
must always pray in a state of spiritual and physical purity. Book II of the  Muwatta  by 
Malik ibn Anas is devoted to ritual purity, and  Chapter 16  includes several  hadiths  that 
require minor ablutions ( wudu ) after touching one’s penis.  151   This position seems to 
be accepted by most schools, but its application may vary because of the interpretation 
given to certain situations. There is even a ritual that guides the practitioner in the art 
of urinating, the  istibra .  152   In an interesting article, Brannon Wheeler explained that the 
reason why someone has to do minor ablutions is not because of any sexual intent or as 
a result of masturbation.  153   The probable cause for impurity lies in the fact that the penis 
excretes body fluids—urine, semen, and prostatic fluid. Touching the penis, the organ of 
reproduction and excretion, reminds the faithful of his finite condition and imperfection, 
in contrast to Edenic perfection, where these physiological functions are absent.  Wudu  
temporarily restores purity that existed before the original sin and symbolically creates 
the sacred space within which the believer is in intimate contact with the deity. 

 Because sexuality is legitimate only in the context of marriage, religion displays a 
strong intolerance toward fornication, that is to say, sex between unmarried persons or 
adultery for married people. In both cases, the illegal act is called  zina . The Qur’an does 
punish both: “Flog the fornicatress and the fornicator with a hundred lashes each. Let 
there be no reluctance in enforcing the laws of God, if you have faith in God and the Day 
of Judgment. Let it take place in the presence of a group of believers.”  154   Tradition has 
stoning for punishment in cases of adultery.  155   All Sunni schools of jurisprudence agree 
that  zina  concerns penetration only, and excludes any other form of sexual caress.  156   
For the penalty to apply, admission of guilt is required, or the intervention of four male 
witnesses who observed, simultaneously, first hand, the act of penetration. Corporal 
punishment is also imposed by the Sharia in the case of false accusation. The need for 
proof beyond a reasonable doubt, corroborated by four witnesses, also makes the use of 
penalties relatively rare, although Islamic courts in Nigeria (north), Pakistan, and Iran 
still have recourse to the procedure.  157   The degree of proof required suggests that the 
real offense is public outrage done to the institution of marriage, not to mention the 
dishonor of the cuckold’s family. Nothing in  zina  associates the offender to a fault intrin-
sically linked to turmoil of the senses. 

 Islam, more often than not, projects an image of women that hurts the egalitarian con-
sciousness of the West in some respects. The Qur’an promises to men and women equally 
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their entry into Paradise. It does however seem to have much more to say about the 
bliss that awaits men in the garden of delights than what awaits women.  158   During their 
lifetime, women are relegated to an inferior status, since men have authority ( qawama ) 
on them, and they must obey their husbands.  159   Inequality is particularly reflected in 
inheritance law where a husband’s share is twice that of a wife, and in matters of evidence 
where a man’s testimony has to be matched by that of two women to be of equal value. 
This patriarchal approach is based on traditional stereotypes, such as women’s lack of 
rationality.  160   The same bias has been used to justify the trusteeship of a male adult ( wali ) 
for the marriage of a virgin, even in adulthood.  161   Inequality between the sexes is clearly 
reflected in the body parts that must remain hidden in public for modesty ( awra ). A 
man must not offer his genitals to the gaze of others, but a woman must hide almost her 
whole body.  162   The Qur’an has this to say: 

 (Muhammad), tell the believing men to cast down their eyes and guard their carnal 
desires; this will make them more pure. God is certainly aware of what they do. 

 Tell the believing woman to cast down their eyes, guard their chastity, and not to 
show off their beauty except what is permitted by the law. Let them cover their breasts 
with their veils. They must not show off their beauty to anyone other than their hus-
bands, father, father-in-laws, sons, step-sons, brothers, sons of brothers and sisters, 
women of their kind, their slaves, immature male servants, or immature boys. They 
must not stamp their feet to show off their hidden ornaments. All of you believers, turn 
to God in repentance so that perhaps you will have everlasting happiness.  163     

 As noted by Malek Chebel, enclosure and use of the veil have the same etymological 
root.  164   The Qur’an requires women to stay behind the walls of their home, hidden from 
view: “Do not display yourselves after the manner of the (pre-Islamic) age of darkness. 
Be steadfast in the prayer, pay the religious tax, and obey God and His Messenger. People 
of the house, God wants to remove all kinds of uncleanliness from you and to purify you 
thoroughly.”  165   If several codes of law now recognize the right of a woman to leave home 
to work, most of the time she cannot do so without the consent of her husband or her 
guardian.  166    

  Homosexuality 
 The Qur’an’s positive vision of heterosexuality and the importance given by the Prophet 
to marriage as an instrument of personal achievement, both physically, emotionally, and 
spiritually, leave little room for marginal forms of sexual expression. A keen observer of 
the Arab-Muslim civilization, ibn Khaldun stated the following:

  Among the things that corrupt sedentary culture, there is the disposition toward plea-
sures and indulgence in them, because of the great luxury (that prevails). It leads to 
diversification of the desires of the belly for pleasurable food and drink. This is followed 
by diversification of the pleasures of sex through various ways of sexual intercourse, 
such as adultery and homosexuality. This leads to destruction of the (human) species. 
It may come about indirectly, through the confusion concerning one’s descent caused 
by adultery. Nobody knows his own son, since he is illegitimate and since the sperm 
(of different men) got mixed up in the womb. The natural compassion a man feels for 
his children and his feeling of responsibility for them is lost. Thus, they perish, and 
this leads to the end of the (human) species. Or, the destruction of the (human) spe-
cies may come about directly, as is the case with homosexuality, which leads directly to 
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the nonexistence of offspring. It contributes more to the destruction of the (human) 
species (than adultery), since it leads to (the result) that no human beings are brought 
into existence, while adultery only leads to the (social) nonexistence of those who are 
in existence.  167     

 What was ibn Khaldun referring to when he spoke of homosexuality or  liwat ? Is it pre-
cisely the love of boys as in Greece, or any form of homosexuality? A Shi’ite traditionist 
from the seventeenth century, Muhammad al-Hurr al-Alimi reported a hadith with a 
very narrow definition of the word. The companion Ali reportedly said that the sin of 
 liwat  applied to anal penetration of a handsome youth ( al-ghulam ), and the reason for 
the ban was because the act interfered with reproduction.  168   The word  liwat  is a deriva-
tive of  lata  or  latawa , a denominative of Lut—the Arabic name of the biblical Patriarch 
Lot, who witnessed the burning of his hometown, Sodom.  169   The Qur’an recalls the 
incident: 

 Lot told his people, “Why do you commit such indecent acts ( fahisha ) that have never 
been committed by anyone before? 

 You engage in lustful activities with people instead of women. You have become 
transgressing people ( musrifun ).” 

 His people had no answer to his remarks but to tell one another, “Expel him from 
our town; he and his people want to purify ( tahir ) themselves.” 

 We saved (Lot) and his family except his wife who remained with the rest. 
 We sent a torrential rain unto the (unbelievers). Consider how disastrous the end of 

the criminals ( mujrimin ) was!  170     

 The scandalous behavior is clearly homosexual.  171   Lot accuses the people of Sodom to be 
transgressors ( mutadun ) blocking the road ( qata as-sabil ) and being ignorant ( jahil ).  172   
The Qur’an does not qualify  liwat  morally in any specific way by using  fahisha  and 
other words to highlight specifically the seriousness of the sin compared to other forms 
of sexual or nonsexual behavior.  173   Quranic texts condemn the actions of the people of 
Lot, but do not specify what punishment awaits those who would indulge in such acts. 
In fact, to understand the nature of the alleged act and to know the penalties attached 
to them, one must turn to hadiths. Ibn Malik reported that ibn Shihab al-Zuhri had told 
him that the perpetrator of  liwat  had to be stoned.  174   The traditionist Abu Dawud iden-
tified another story, reportedly dating back to the Prophet, and transmitted by his cousin 
Abdullah ibn Abbas. According to this hadith, anyone caught in the act of sodomy shall 
be put to death, both the active and the passive actors.  175   By mentioning the active/pas-
sive role, this hadith implies that  liwat  is defined by anal penetration and no other forms 
of homogenital contact. The four main law schools agree that  liwat  means  senso strictu  
anal penetration between a man and a woman, or between two men.  176   

  Fiqh  schools do not all agree on the severity of the punishment attached to sodomy, 
and this disparity appears to be based on the fact that at least two schools, the Shafi’i and 
the Hanbali, associate anal penetration with fornication through analogical reasoning, 
contrary to the Hanafi School. The Maliki School rates sodomy a sin in a class of its own, 
which deserves stoning for both partners, whether married or not.  177   Perhaps, Al-Shafi’i 
expresses in the clearest possible way the idea that sodomy is akin to fornication, stating 
that the unmarried inserter was punishable by a hundred lashes, and stoning if married. 
The insertee deserved a hundred lashes and exile, married or single.  178   However, among 
Shafi’i jurists, some advocate the death penalty without discriminating between the pas-
sive and the active.  179   Ibn Hazm of Cordoba, who adopted the Zahiri view of the literal 



Male Homosexualities and World Religions144

letter of the law, rejected the death penalty by stoning or fire, simply because it was not 
supported by any quranic evidence, or any reliable tradition with a strong chain of trans-
mission.  180   According to ibn Hazm, men who have sex with men should be subject to 
a correction of 10 lashes and prison.  181   The Hanbali School follows roughly the same 
trajectory as the Shafi’i, but today’s Salafists promote the strictest interpretation, namely, 
the death penalty without any distinction. The Hanafi School acknowledges that the 
Qur’an does not prescribe any punishment ( hadd ) against sodomites and that no hadith 
with unquestionable authority exists. From a Hanafi point of view, since the alleged act 
is not sanctioned explicitly by the Sharia, it can only be disciplined ( tazir ) by the civil 
authority.  182   Generally, the civil penalty is softer, for example, fewer whip lashes, but 
ultimately leading to the death penalty in cases of a subsequent offense. There is also a 
minority opinion within the Hanafi School that adopts a similar position to the Shafi’i or 
Hanbali majority opinion. Shi’ites jurists tend to have a wide definition of  liwat , which 
includes all forms of homogenital contacts (excluding fellatio) being considered as major 
sins.  183   

 A quick review of legal opinions shows that opinions vary considerably from one 
school to another or even between jurists of the same tradition, even if the condemna-
tion of sodomy seems general, be it heterosexual or homosexual in nature. Legal models 
that exclude death penalty in whole or in part claim that sodomy does not pose a threat 
to society, while adultery or fornication threatens the family.  184   In a society where single 
men do not have easy access to women and where the virginity of future spouses is asso-
ciated with the honor of the father, tutor, and future husband, homogenital practices in 
private, including sodomy, are more easily tolerated socially.  185   This context may explain 
the observation of the Shi’ite theologian al-Wahhab Abdel Sharani (sixteenth century, 
Egypt) about the lack of desire to avenge the sodomized male, in contrast to the frenzy 
that grips the feuding family where a daughter was involved in an act of fornication.  186   
Moreover, the application of the Sharia somehow suggests greater aversion toward anal 
sex. A discussion related by Muhammad Amin ibn Abidin (nineteenth century) shows a 
mutazilite scientist claiming that sodomy is legitimized in Paradise. What forbade sod-
omy on earth—the nonreproductive character and impurity ( adha ) of the anus—disap-
pears altogether in heaven.  187   

 The four major schools refuse to include in their definition of sodomy ( liwat ) any 
other type of homogenital practice, other than the penetration of a penis into the anus 
of a partner.  188   However, Twelver Shi’ites cracked down hard not only on sodomy by 
imposing the death penalty on both partners, but also against other homogenital prac-
tices by inflicting one hundred lashes for the guilty.  189   This echoes the severity of Ali’s 
reply to his companion Abu Bakr in saying that the man who has sex with a male partner 
has to be burned.  190   This story shows that it is for Companions united in council to make 
decisions upon such case, because obviously the Prophet had not issued a clear position 
on the issue during his lifetime. It does cast doubt on the authenticity of the chain of 
transmission of the hadith going right back to the Prophet himself.  191   

 Countries that are predominantly Hanafi in tradition, such as Turkey, Syria, Iraq, and 
the Balkans, do not normally adopt antisodomy laws, nor laws prohibiting homosexual 
relations in general. The Ottoman Empire showed some originality in the development 
of its legal tradition by codifying  fiqh . Civil and criminal laws, the  Qanun , was then 
applied by civil courts, whose judges were appointed by the state. Upholding the Hanafi 
tradition, the  Qanun  prescribed a correction ( tazir ) for sodomites in the nature of a 
fine, which varied according to the marital status of the accused inserter, while lashes 
were added to the fine for the insertee.  192   From the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury on, the Ottoman government discarded  fiqh  in criminal matters, and looked to 
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the Napoleonic penal code for inspiration.  193   The  Ottoman Penal Code , first enacted in 
1858, contained no mention of sodomy, and just as the  Penal Code of 1810  in France, it 
only punished those who attempted to violently assault persons of both sexes, or made 
indecent assaults on children.  194   The  Criminal Code of the Republic of Turkey , adopted in 
2004, repeats the substance of the  Ottoman Penal Code , and homosexual acts between 
consenting adults are not subject to any sanction.  195   The absence of specific provisions 
against homosexual acts between consenting adults does not imply the general approval 
of this type of sexual conduct by Turkish society.  196   Like many other countries, the 
Western medical model of the pervert emerged at the turn of the twentieth century, and 
overruled a tradition of social tolerance vis- à -vis homosexual practices in Ottoman soci-
ety.  197   Despite the apparent legality of homosexual acts between consenting adults, sev-
eral authors and groups defending the rights of gays and lesbians, including KAOS GL, 
founded in Ankara in 1994, underline the discrimination, violence, and police repression 
suffered by some men who have sex with men.  198   Negotiations concerning Turkey’s 
inclusion process into the European Union created a window of opportunity for advo-
cacy groups to assert their rights and demand changes in Turkish law.  199   Even if Turkey 
appears today as a country where debate on gay rights seems more advanced than any 
other Muslim culture country, the battle is far from won. In April 2008, police raided 
the offices of Lambda Istanbul, an advocacy group that has fought for LGBT rights since 
1995. The police claimed that the organization promoted prostitution. The governor of 
Istanbul succeeded in obtaining a court decision ordering the closure of Lambda; the 
court of first instance motivated its decision on the fact that the goals of Lambda are 
contrary to morality and family. The Court of Appeal, however, rejected the trial judge’s 
decision in January 2009. 

 Egypt has been influenced by the Ottoman legal tradition but also by European tradi-
tions. In particular France gained a lot of influence after Napoleon Bonaparte’s Egyptian 
campaign in 1798, and under the leadership of Mehmet Ali Pasha, governor ( wali ) of the 
Ottoman Province of Egypt from 1805 to 1848. The  Egyptian Penal Code  entirely disre-
gards homosexual acts between consenting adults, but in fact the government and police 
crackdown on men who have sex with men. The witch hunt has had a global impact in 
the press, when in 2001 some 50 men were arrested in Cairo, on a floating bar on the 
Nile, the  Queen Boat . The state argued that the men indulged in debauchery in public, 
and that their actions were to be interpreted as contempt of religion under section 98 f)  
of the  Penal Cod e.  200   

 Iraq followed a path similar to that of Egypt, but in 2001 Saddam Hussein’s regime 
decreed the death penalty applicable to persons convicted of prostitution, homosexuality, 
incest, and rape. The  Coalition Provisional Authority , established following the American 
invasion of Iraq, suspended the application of the death penalty in cases of rape or sexual 
assault, and re-enforced the  Iraqi Penal Code  of 1969 with some amendments.  201   Since 
the inception of the interim Iraqi government, some more conservative trends launched 
attacks on homosexuality, as shown by Ayatollah as-Sistani, who issued a fatwa in 2006, 
calling on believers to kill homosexuals. After that, militiamen belonging to the Badr 
group, linked to the  Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution  in Iraq, killed several men 
because of their sexual orientation.  202   

 Iran has chosen to implement the Sharia in cases of sodomy, which means the death 
penalty as provided by the  Islamic Penal Code , adopted by the Iranian National Assembly 
in 1991. In addition to sodomy, which requires evidence of anal penetration, the code 
prescribes the whip for all other forms of homogenital contact, up to one hundred 
lashes.  203   If the acts are repeated more than three times, the judge may order the death 
penalty. Recently, severe application of the Sharia resulted in casualties, including two 
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juveniles accused of sodomy and hanged in the public square of Mashad, in July 2005.  204   
In this context, the situation of homosexuals is extremely perilous, and many of them 
resort to sex change surgery in resignation and hope of escaping from oppression. They 
take advantage of the fact that Ayatollah Khomeini issued a fatwa in 1978, in Paris, 
authorizing this type of surgery for a man who believes his true identity belongs to the 
opposite sex.  205   While other societies acknowledge some ambiguity in the expression of 
sexuality, here there is only one possible way to go—be a man and woman and get mar-
ried. Tanaz Eshaghian, a New York filmmaker of Iranian origin, produced in 2008,  Be 
Like Others , a widely acclaimed documentary on the conditions of gay men willing to 
change sex to live safely as a couple, according to the morality of the country. 

 The Hanafi tradition is widespread in India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, but the British 
legal system has left its imprint on criminal law. The provisions of section 377 of the 
Penal Code applicable in India and Pakistan in 1860 still remain in force for Pakistan and 
Bangladesh, but they were recently overturned by higher courts in India. This section 
provides a penalty of up to life imprisonment for sodomy. It is not impossible for ston-
ing to be applied in Northwest Pakistan, where extremist groups, inspired by Afghani 
Talibans, seek to impose the Sharia upon those men who have sex with men.  206   

 Saudi Arabia strictly applies the Sharia, based on jurisprudence and principles of inter-
pretation of the Hanbali tradition. Saudi Islamic courts can sentence to death those who 
are convicted of sodomy under the rules of evidence established by the Sharia, estimating 
that sodomy should be equated with adultery or fornication ( zina ).  207   Sudan, Yemen, 
Mauritania, the UAE, and Northern Nigeria also apply the Sharia to persons convicted of 
sodomy.  208   The fact that the death penalty is not always applicable because of the required 
rule of evidence (four witnesses to penetration, or confession) or the fact that homo-
sexual acts are not always acts of anal sex may explain why the death penalty still remains 
rare. Pressures of international organizations, Amnesty International, the UN, Human 
Rights Watch, and the International Lesbian and Gay Association, are also responsible 
for this rarity. However, Islamic courts in countries applying the Sharia do not hesitate to 
sentence to physical punishment, or imprisonment, those who they believe have engaged 
in homosexual conduct.  209   In some cases, accusations of homosexuality have been used 
to eliminate opponents to Islamist radical ideas, associating homosexuality with a variety 
of Western perversion.  210   

 Homosexuality in Southeast Asian countries with large Muslim populations, Indonesia 
and Malaysia, for instance, present distinctive features in comparison to the rest of the 
Muslim world. In many of these traditional societies, gender categories are not dualistic 
and transgressive gender behavior or gender pluralism has many centuries of history with 
often pre-Islamic origins related to shamanistic practices. Perhaps the most documented 
instances are the  bissu  among the Bugis of South Sulawesi, and the  sida-sida  of Malaysia. 
Although the discourse of Islamic rulers tried to discourage these practices, it seems that 
until recently sanctions have not been applied with consistence.  211   

 Normative religious discourse about homosexual practices often contrasts with the 
homoeroticism that is apparent in Arab-Muslim literature, poetry, and civilization. 
Several European explorers and travelers contributed to the description of a tolerant 
Oriental sensuality, licentious and marked by greater fluidity between heterosexuality 
and homosexuality. Not only was the West fascinated by the East, in many cases meeting 
the Other (stranger) became, consciously or not, an encounter with the exotic and the 
barbaric. Sexuality often became synonymous with an unrepressed civilization, not under 
the control of reason, and where homosexuality became the symbol of weakness or polit-
ical impotence of the colonized nation.  212   The translation of  Arabian Nights , Persian 
tales of the eighth century, first in French by Antoine Galland in the early eighteenth and 
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then in English at the end of the nineteenth by Sir Richard Francis Burton, enlightened 
European imagination with its descriptions of sexual libertinage in the harem or of the 
love of handsome male youths.  213   Burton’s fascination even drove him to construct a 
theory of geographical and climatic pederasty that spread in an area encompassing the 
Mediterranean, the Middle East, India, Japan and China, Pacific Islands, and parts of 
America, or for all intents and purposes, the entire world.  214   Gustave Flaubert’s travel 
narratives in Egypt in 1849–1850 illustrate this uncensored and ambivalent passion, 
which he observed with fascination. In a letter to his friend Louis Bouilhet, he admits 
with some amusement to have finally consummated “that business at the baths. Yes, and 
on a pockmarked young rascal wearing a white turban.”  215   On the other hand, Muslim 
travelers to the West, such as Egyptian al-Tahtawi Rifa’ah, wondered why when in Paris 
he could not encounter love poetry dedicated to beautiful boys ( ghulam s).  216   He was 
puzzled by the fact that men did not flirt with handsome boys, a comment totally agreed 
upon later by the Moroccan scholar Muhammad al-Saffar.  217   Yet marginal sex observed 
and experienced by Flaubert in the hammam seems neither pure fantasy nor exaggera-
tion. Bouhdiba actually describes it as a “highly eroticized place” in the Arab world, 
to the point where “going to the hammam” in different countries is synonymous with 
“making love.”  218   Abu Nuwas alludes to the flirtatious atmosphere of the hammam:

  And in the hamman, it is revealed to you, the secrets of pants 
 Come and see clearly-look with two eyes without restraint: 
 You see an ass outshining a back of the slenderest elegance, 
 They murmur to one another  takbir  [God is Great] and  tahlil  [there is no God 

but God] 
 O you beloved hammam, of places delightful 
 Even when the companions of the towel spoil the pleasure a little.  219     

 A document from Ottoman archives describes the beauty of young boys hired to wash 
and massage clients ( tellak ) and lists prices charged for their services, including those of 
a sexual nature.  220   Shadow plays allude to the reputation of the Ottoman hammam as a 
place for pederasty. In the  Great Marriage  ( B   ü   y   ü   k Evlenme ), Kagar ö z, a leading character 
of this kind of theater, learned along the way home that a group of women were going to 
his house to celebrate a marriage, of which he was the groom to be. Under the cover of 
anonymity, they reported that the man was a homosexual, who spent most of his time in 
the hammam.  221   The prince of Gurgan (northern Iran) Kaykavus ibn Iskandar ibn Qabus 
(eleventh century) wanted to educate his son and gave him this advice:

  UNDERSTAND, MY SON, that when you go to the warm baths it should not be at 
a time when you are sated with food, that being a dangerous course. Further, do not 
indulge in sexual congress at the baths, especially in the hot chamber. Muhammad son 
of Zakar ī y ā  of Rayy [Rhazes] somewhere says: “I marvel when any man, having eaten 
his fill and then had sexual intercourse at the baths, does not immediately die.”  222     

 The public bath is certainly charged, to say the least, with an atmosphere of “homosensu-
ality,” in the words of Malek Chebel.  223   Rifa’a al-Tahtawi, a nineteenth-century Egyptian 
intellectual who spent five years in Paris, was amazed by the fact that Parisian public baths 
did not have one big general tub, so that nobody could look at another person’s geni-
tals. He deemed the Parisian baths cleaner, but he held the Egyptian hamman in higher 
esteem.  224   The film by Egyptian director Salah Abuseif titled  The Bathhouse of Malatily  
(1973) introduces the viewer to the ambiguous universe of the hammam where young 
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men from the countryside, who often sell their charms to provide for their families, meet 
and interact with men whose preferences are clearly homosexual.  225   

 With the religious injunctions, the severity of which varied from school to school 
but all seeming to point the finger at male anal penetration, there coexisted, especially 
from the Abbasid period, a world where homoeroticism became fashionable. Based on 
various sources, including the  Kitab al-Aghani  (Book of Songs) by Abu al-Faraj (tenth 
century), Rowson revealed the existence of male transvestite singers and musicians in 
Medina and Mecca.  226   Forming an organized group under the Umayyads, the  mukhan-
nathun , these troubadours, effeminate in their gestures and garments, were reprimanded 
by the Prophet. He is said to have denounced their regular appearance in female quarters, 
either because they were sexually interested in the women—contrary to what one might 
think—or because they were acting as paid go-betweens for men who had no access to 
the harem.  227   The taste and experience of the  mukhannathun  in sexual matters is not 
exactly known, but some of them were attracted by handsome young men. For example, 
a certain ad-Dalal required two young male slaves as payment for his services as singer 
and matchmaker for an officer of Caliph al-Hassan.  228   At another point in time, ad-
Dalal, who accompanied a group of young people on an excursion to the countryside, 
was attracted by the youngest of them. But suddenly law enforcement officers came, 
and ended the festive picnic, washed down with plenty of wine. The others managed 
to flee the scene, and only ad-Dalal and the youngest boy were arrested, and brought 
before the governor. When the governor ordered the whip, ad-Dalal replied with a fine 
example of obscene language ( mujun ) found in Arabic literature by responding that 
he usually gets whipped all day by the penis of devoted Muslims!  229   Ad-Dalal had the 
reputation of being a  mabun —the passive actor in anal penetration. The same ad-Dalal 
possibly instigated the castration of  mukhannathun , ordered by Caliph Suleiman in 717. 
The  Kitab al-Aghani  reported different versions of this event, focusing on two. In the 
first, Suleiman appears, in the desert, in the pleasant company of a young female slave, 
distracted by the serenade sung by a  mukhannath . Enraged and jealous, the caliph has 
him castrated and commands the governor to do the same with all alike.  230   The second 
depicts ad-Dalal as a go-between, who first has intercourse with the bride and then 
with the groom, to appease the sexual ardor of the future husband. Filled with anger, 
Suleiman enacts the castration of all the  mukhannathun  in Medina. Ad-Dalal, with 
another named al-Mukhannath Gharid, particularly attracted to beautiful young men, 
are the only two troubadours from pre-Abbasid times known for homosexual practices. 
Under the Abbasids, the musical career of the  mukhannath  became that of a public 
entertainer or jester, a master of  mujun . During this period, many poets spoke of male 
love, especially love of the  ghilman  (pl. of  ghulam ), beardless youth, which could explain 
the origin of a new public awareness of the  mukhannath  as  baghgha’  or passive homo-
sexual.  231   Abu Sa’id al-Husayn ibn Mansur al-‘Abi (eleventh century) in his book  Nathr 
al-Durr  relates the words of a  mukhannath , who shouted: “We are the best of people, 
when we speak, you laugh; when we sing, you are ravished with delight; when we lie 
down, you mount!”  232   Abbada, the most popular  mukhannath  of the Abbasid period, 
answered affirmatively to Caliph al-Mutawakkil (847–861), who had asked him if all 
 mukhannathun  were passive homosexuals, saying: “it is like a judge without a judge’s 
hat.”  233   The two go hand in hand. While the  mukhannath  of early Islam may have been 
an effeminate entertainer without any reference to some kind of sexual preference, it 
seems well established that as of ninth century the effeminate and the passive sodomite 
were often perceived as a single person.  234   The  mukhannath  is not always depicted 
as the inserter, as shown in this verse about Abbada taken from the  Kitab al-Aghani : 
“Abbada went one day to the Hammam and saw a youth with a huge instrument, which 
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he immediately seized. ‘But what are you doing? Asked the other, may God heal you.’ 
And Abbada answered: ‘don’t you know the poet’s verses: If you see the banner of glory 
raised/With his right hand Araba seizes it.’”  235   According to the Persian philosopher of 
the tenth century Muhammad ibn Ahmad ibn Miskawayh, the  mukhannath  condition 
is inherited biologically, but reversible.  236   Without reducing it to a basic physiological 
cause, Muhammad ibn ar-Razi Zakaryia (865–932) and ibn Sina, both physicians, also 
see in the passive homosexual,  al-ubna , a kind of behavior that, if it becomes routine 
for an effeminate male, may develop into some illness ( aegritudo  in the Latin translation 
by Gerard of Cremona).  237   Instead of physiological etiologies, ibn Sina seems to favor 
a psychological cause, that is to say, an overwhelming desire to be penetrated. Ibn Sina 
thinks this affliction to be incurable, unlike his predecessor ar-Razi, who proposes various 
treatments.  238   As in the ancient world, literary works comparing the benefits of the love 
of women over the love of boys appeared in the Arab-Andalusian world.  239   In the  Book 
of Qabus  ( Qabus Nama ), the prince of Gurgan (Northern Iran) found it quite natural 
to teach his son about the merits of the love of women but also of boys, stating that the 
best boys were recruited among Turkish slaves.  240   Ibn Qabus sets bisexuality as a nor-
mal sexual behavior: “As between women and youths, do not confine your inclinations 
to either sex; thus you may find enjoyment from both kinds without either of the two 
becoming inimical to you.”  241   The prince also warned his son against the dangers of pas-
sionate love ( ishq ), which must be contained by reason. He illustrates his point through 
an anecdote about his grandfather who purchased a slave at a high cost. The grandfather 
finally freed the slave because he was seduced by his beauty. Surprised by this decision, 
the vizier asks him for an explanation. The grandfather’s reply left no doubt about the 
passion that inspired him:

  Today such-and-such an incident occurred. It would be a hideous offence if a prince 
over seventy years of age should become the victim of passion. I should at that age be 
fully occupied in the protection of God’s servants and seeking the welfare of my people, 
my army and my possessions. Were I now to engage in dalliance, I should find forgive-
ness neither in the eyes of God nor of man.  242     

 The Ottoman court regaled in the love of boys. The Turkish armies brought back some 
young boys as war booty. For instance, Sultan Mehmet II, conqueror of Constantinople 
in 1453, kept a harem of over 200 boys from ages eight to sixteen, dressed in feminine 
garments and hairless. They danced before the court, and they were taken to his bed-
room.  243   The Ottoman sultan Selim I (sixteenth century) wrote a poem titled “He” in 
which he said: “While lions were trembling in my crushing paw fate made me fall prey 
to a doe-eyed darling.”  244   An eighth-century poet of Persian origin, who immigrated 
to Baghdad, Abus Nuwas, did not hide his preference for boys and handsome young 
cupbearers:

   Song of a Gazelle’s Gift  
 Now, wine is a thing which I guzzle well 
 And my usual mount is a slender gazelle. 
 I’m kin to all men who hunt treasure 
 In thickets, and in taverns of pleasure. 
 Then drink to the boy! So lanky, so sleek! 
 The grape is ripening, now, in his cheek. 
 His gaze seems to take in far-distant lands, 
 For his eyes have sorcery, just like his hands. 
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 His fingertips touch the chalice—so fine 
 That Beauty himself tumbles into the wine! 
 And when the shy robe of nightfall slips down, 
 When the song of the lute no longer resounds, 
 Then I go to him, and proceed to take 
 The gift he’s been preparing to make.  245     

 Male beauty is often the theme of love poems ( ghazal ), especially handsome, smooth 
male youths. This literary form has its origins in pre-Islamic courtly poetry, with clearly 
heterosexual patterns—mourning the absence of the beloved, celebrating the lover’s pas-
sion, and consumed by suffering at a distance.  246   Under the Abbasids, male beauty is 
celebrated, and the female beloved, once celebrated as the  ghazal  (masculine in Arabic), 
is now replaced by the male favorite. Sometimes, one may be mistaken about the ana-
tomical sex of the person desired.  247   However, several texts describing the beauty of teens 
have for a leitmotif the appearance of down ( idar ) signaling the end of the relationship, 
a clear evidence of a homoerotic context.  248   The Iranian satirist Ubaid Zakani (four-
teenth century) wrote a book about the power of seduction of handsome young men, as 
opposed to those who have beards.  249   The great poet of the Abbasid court Abu Nuwas 
describes a beautiful young man named Hamdan:

   First Fuzz  
 He saw, from his cheeks sprouting, the first down, 
 And said, “No more kissing!” with a frown. 
 “Today I become a full-grown man, 
 And a grown man doesn’t kiss another grown man. 
 What we did in my youth is all over now.” 
 And he went on complaining, and how! 
 I said: “You’re so proud of that beard, today! 
 But you’ve just grown old enough now to play 
 The Real Game! You still have saffron and musk 
 Which wafts from your hair; your eyes at dusk 
 Are still magically fair, and I’m up for it— 
 Biting your cheeks, and drinking your honey spit!” 
 “This cannot be! This is WRONG!” was his cry 
 As I bent and embraced him, so sly, 
 So quick! I struggled with his embarrassed age 
 And turned all to trembling his red-faced rage, 
 Until we were hugging hard, and at last 
 My prick was plunged up right in his ass!  250     

 He was the undisputed master of Bacchic poetry, the  khamriyya .  251   This style combined 
the pleasures of wine drinking with the love of courtesans ( qain ), as well as boys—the 
 saqi  who served wine during receptions at the court or in cafes.  Khamriyya  has pre-
Islamic origins in the poetry and songs of Arab Bedouins, but Abu Nuwas transformed 
the licentious philosophy of carpe diem into a clearly transgressive and blasphemous 
genre. Drunkenness and homosexuality are seen as actualizing the promises of paradise, 
where wine flows without the danger of one becoming intoxicated, and where  huris  and 
 ghulman  abound.  252   The actual occurrence of the transgression does not matter.  253   What 
deserves attention is the naturalness with which homoeroticism is used as an expres-
sion of love and as an epiphany of the suavity of eternal life. Love rhymes ( ghazal ) with 
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homoerotic themes did not die with Abu Nuwas but extended beyond Baghdad into 
Persia, Egypt, Andalusia, and later to Mughal India from the thirteenth century in Urdu, 
and in Turkish in the Ottoman Empire.  254   Muhammad an-Nawaji (fifteenth century) 
wrote an entire book devoted to the taste of male youth. Here is what he had to say 
about the young Hamza: “With diligence, I took pains to please him, / But I have not 
reached my goal: to touch this male gazelle / Who spent the night frolicking in the 
meadow of my heart.”  255   The aesthetic appreciation of a handsome young man portends 
nothing perverse in Arabic poetry, and it was never denounced by religious authori-
ties as abnormal, at least as long as the suitor remained chaste. Through anecdotes and 
poems in his  Ring of the Dove , ibn Hazm of Cordoba celebrated his passions toward slave 
girls and handsome male teenagers in a balanced and relaxed manner, both felt to be 
as perfectly natural impulses of soul. The author, near the end, reassured his readers by 
professing that he never committed any unlawful sexual act, and told about the trials and 
tribulations of Muslim scholars who, in full view of everyone, had affairs with boys:

  Abu ‘l-Husain Ahmad ibn Yahya ibn Ishaq al-Rawandi in his book entitled “ Pronun-
ciation and Correction ” mentions that Ibrahim ibn Saiyar al-Nazzam, the head of the 
Mu’tazili sect, for all his reputation in scholastic theology and his ultimate mastery of 
the higher knowledge, in order to enjoy forbidden relations with a certain Christian 
boy whom he loved to madness went so far as to compose a treatise extolling the mer-
its of the Trinity over Monotheism. Good Lord, preserve us from the machinations of 
Satan, and suffer us not to be abandoned by Thy loving protection! Sometimes it hap-
pens that the trial becomes so great, and the lusts are so voracious, that abomination 
seems a mere trifle, and religion proves a poor and feeble thing; in order to achieve 
his desires a man will then: consent to the filthiest and most outrageous acts. Such 
was the catastrophe which overwhelmed ‘Ubaid All ibn Yahya al-Azdi, better known 
as ibn al-Jaziri.  256     

 The Cairo-based medical encyclopedist Dawud al-Antaki (sixteenth century) mentioned 
a number of jurists and theologians well-known for their appreciation of male youths.  257   
Discretion, sometimes even hiding one’s true feelings toward the beloved, often put the 
young prey at ease, preventing him from fleeing or fearing the consequences of such 
a relationship. However, indiscretion and obsessive pursuits and attachments to the 
beloved may bring about gossip, negative publicity, causing humiliation and marginal-
ization.  258   The enjoyment of beauty and appreciation of the attractive silhouette of male 
youth are licit, as long as the intent is not direct sexual satisfaction. Al-Ghazali, prob-
ably influenced by Plato, made a clear distinction between the love of beauty for its sake 
and sexual desire that seeks only to be relieved.  259   The Hanbali jurist and distinguished 
traditionist ibn al-Jawzi (twelfth century, Baghdad) said that anyone who claimed not 
to be attracted by the beauty of youth was a liar!  260   The famed Persian master of  ghazal  
Hafez i-Shirazi (fourteenth century) dared to claim that sexual licentiousness, including 
the love of boys, like drunkenness, was a greater gateway to wisdom than Sufi asceti-
cism.  261   Ruzbihan Baqli Shirazi (twelfth century), an influential Persian Sufi master, in 
his presentation on the ecstasy of love as a licit path to God, cited a hadith attributed to 
the Prophet: “He, who loves and remains chaste and conceals his secret and dies, dies 
a martyr (true witness).”  262   Was this love ( ishq ) assuredly sublimated at all times? One 
is certainly well advised to question the moral strength of many of those boy lovers, as 
did several witnesses. Thus, the poet Hakim Sana’i of Ghazni (twelfth century) ridiculed 
a Sufi scholar of Herat who could no longer contain his passion for a young boy. The 
scholar found refuge with his conquered youth in a mosque, but they were caught in the 
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act by a pious man, who severely blamed the scholar’s wrongdoing, making it respon-
sible for the drought affecting the region.  263   Sheikh Sa’adi Shirazi (thirteenth century) 
took a violent dislike for the hypocrisy of ascetics. In one of his stories, a recluse finally 
yielded to the charms of a handsome teenager, after having resisted the advances of a 
young girl.  264   Several of Sa’adi’s stories and poems describe the delights of the love of 
boys, sometimes chaste, sometimes transgressive. Indeed, the poet directed some warn-
ings against the shallowness, ingratitude, and even the cruelty of these beloved youths, 
leaving deep wounds in the suitor’s heart and destroying him. All of these sharp attacks 
suggest that this passion was probably not so sublimated.  265   The love of handsome boys 
paves the way for the moral transformation taking place within the lover. His apprecia-
tion of their physical beauty improves his ability to discern ethical qualities in others. 
Sa’adi expressed this opinion when speaking of a teacher dazzled by the beauty of his 
young prot é g é : 

 A schoolboy was so perfectly beautiful and sweet-voiced that the teacher, in accordance 
with human nature, conceived such affection towards him that he often recited the 
following verses: 

 I am not so little occupied with thee, O heavenly face, 
 That remembrance of myself occurs to my mind. 
 From thy sight I am unable to withdraw my eyes 
 Although when I am opposite I may see that an arrow comes. 

 Once the boy said to him: “As thou strivest to direct my studies, direct also my behav-
iour. If thou perceivest anything reprovable in my conduct, although it may seem 
approvable to me, inform me thereof that I may endeavour to change it.” He replied: 
“O boy, make that request to someone else because the eyes with which I look upon 
thee behold nothing but virtues.” 

 The ill-wishing eye, be it torn out Sees only defects in his virtue. 
 But if thou possessest one virtue and seventy faults 
 A friend sees nothing except that virtue.  266     

 The Persian poet Omar Khayyam (twelfth century) reported contemplating God’s grace 
in the face of beardless boys—a practice known as the “witness game” (in Persian,  shahed-
bazi ), which produces noble feelings of compassion and generosity.  267   Among the meth-
ods of meditation ( muraqaba ) to achieve mystical union with the divine, Sufis employed 
 shahed-bazi  or  nazar ill’al-murd— the chaste contemplation of the beautiful face of an 
Adonis.  268   The witness’ ( shahed ) beauty blossoms as a living sign ( ayat ) of the truth, 
which will lead the meditator to God.  269   Another Persian poet, close to Sufi circles, 
Farid ad-Din Attar (twelfth century, Nishapur), wrote several pages on the love of boys 
as a method of elevating the soul to God. However, this pedagogical tool can become 
an obstacle to spiritual growth and must be abandoned en route. In Attar’s  Book of God  
( Elahi-Nama ), a caliph teaches the spiritual path to his six sons lured by sensual pleasures 
and power. This path requires renunciation, and the caliph shows his third son the limits 
of human love by telling him an anecdote about a young slave, Ayaz, a favorite of Sultan 
Mahmud of Ghazni. The sultan asked his beloved if he knew a sovereign more powerful 
than he. Ayaz’s reply startled him:

  Mahmud one day asks Ayaz: “Do you know any king who’s greater and more power-
ful than I am?” The slave answers: “Yes. I’m a greater king than you.” Mahmud asks: 
“What reason do you have for saying this?” Ayaz answers: “Why do you ask? You know 
it yourself. You’re king alright, but your king is your heart. And I’m king over your 
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heart. The sky itself must envy me for my high rank. Because I’m forever king over 
the king.”  270     

 This pair of lovers is often depicted in Persian literature extolling the virtues of platonic 
love. In  Bustan , Sa’adi evoked the purity of feelings; when Mahmud met someone who 
blamed him for being attracted to a person who was not particularly attractive: “My 
love, O Sir, is for virtue, not for form or stature.”  271   Jaffar Ahmed ibn as-Sarraj (eleventh 
century) wrote several stories, defending the chaste nature of  shahed-bazi . In one story, 
Sheikh Abul Qasim Junayd al-Baghdadi (ninth century) went to a school in Baghdad, 
where he was fascinated by the beautiful appearance of the teacher, and of the boys. One 
by one, the boys recited their lessons until the very last, the best and brightest. Then the 
teacher hit him with a stick. The pupil began weeping, and the master with him. Unable 
to apprehend the reason why the scene kept being repeated day after day, the boy asked 
for an explanation from the master. The teacher resolved it by saying he had to beat 
the boy because he was too close to his heart, which should be exclusively dedicated to 
Allah. The boy asked him to ease his passion, but the teacher refused and expelled him 
from school. The boy’s candid offer would, in fact, extinguish his languor for the boy.  272   
Suffering as a martyr through renunciation of carnal pleasure brings one closer to Allah! 
The sexual tension present in these unconsummated love affairs is often the hallmark of 
the emotional ties that bind the Sufi master and his disciple; it is also characteristic of the 
premodern Islamic rhetoric of love.  273   

 The revered Sufi poet Jallal ad-Din Rumi, of Afghani origin but established in Turkey 
in the thirteenth century, founded the order of the Whirling Dervishes ( Mawlawi ). 
He, like others, used the homoerotic  ghazal  style in his mystical poetry. Everywhere his 
work bears the imprint of his love for an eccentric wandering dervish, Shams i-Tabrizi, 
to whom he specifically dedicated a collection of poetry, the  Divan-i Shams-i Tabrizi . 
Shams looked nothing like a beautiful young man, when he encountered Rumi in Konya 
in 1244, but Rumi fell under his spell. The two lived together until Shams disappearance 
in 1247, abducted by Rumi’s jealous disciples, who allegedly murdered him.  274   The poet 
describes Shams’s beauty, a true fountain of eternal truth, but mourns his absence, long-
ing through mystical union to be reunited with the Beloved in a paradisaic decor, filled 
with flowers and beautiful, young cupbearers:

  Each moment I catch from my bosom the scent of the Beloved; 
 How should I not take my self every night into his bosom? 
 Last night I was in Love’s garden; that desire ran into my head; 
 His sun peeped out of my eye, so that the river began to flow.  275     

 Was such passionate love always sublimated? No real clues can shed light on this aspect. 
The Sufi master Shah Qasim al-Anwar was much criticized because of the sexual licen-
tiousness of his followers, who were fond of beardless boys.  276   Al-Ghazali denounced 
the imposture of antinomian ( ibahis ) Sufis who engaged in all sorts of carnal pleasures 
including sex and alcohol.  277   Although some of the hagiographers’ critics are the prod-
uct of rivalry between schools, sexual and homosexual libertinism cannot be simply dis-
missed, according to Karamustafa who says that:

  Rejection of marriage, or even of the female sex, does not entail complete abstinence 
from sexual activity. Celibacy, in this context, meant primarily the refusal to participate 
in the sexual reproduction of society and did not exclude unproductive forms of sexual 
activity. It is likely, therefore, that antisocial ways of sexual gratification came to be 
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included in the deliberately rejectionist repertoire of some dervishes. The existence of 
a distinct group of youths known as k ōç eks (from Persian k ū chak, “youngster”) among 
the Abd ā ls is certainly suggestive in this regard.  278     

 Rumi and Shams were opposed to the ephebophiliac practice of  shahed-bazi , notably to 
one of its ardent defenders, Awhad ud-Din Hamid Kirmani. Shams asked al-Kirmani 
to clarify the techniques of  shahed-bazi . Al-Kirmani compared it to contemplating the 
beauty of the Creator through its creature, like watching the moon reflected on the 
wave. Shams’s response was scorching: why don’t you look directly at the moon in the 
sky? Rumi, meanwhile, showed little faith in the purity of al-Kirmani’s intentions and 
thought that the old man’s age accounted for his chastity.  279   The continuous quest for 
an unconsummated love and the lover’s suffering due to the absence of the beloved did 
serve as true metaphors for the genuine nature of the soul in search for its divine com-
ponent. The Sufi idea of creation as a bridge to God may constitute a direct assault on 
the idea of God’s absolute transcendence and oneness. The Hanbali ibn Taimiyya did 
not hesitate to equate  shahed-bazi  to a form of immanence akin to idolatry. Ibn Qayyim 
al-Jawziyya (fourteenth century) reported that ibn Taimiyya addressed reproaches one 
day to a Sufi who was gazing at a male youth. The Sufi replied he saw God through the 
youth’s beauty. The sceptical ibn Taimiyya retorted that he surely had a sexual contact 
with the teenager, and then seeing that the Sufi exonerated himself he had this quip: 
“God curse a community which sleeps with the one they honour as God!”  280   Several 
jurists condemn  nazar  or  shahed-bazi  in the same manner they condemn gazing at a 
woman who is not one’s spouse. Temptation comes from both—beautiful male teenag-
ers and beautiful women. The Shafi’i Sheikh Sayed al-Alwan Hamawi objected to some 
lawyers’ views, who considered the ban applicable only if the teenager is beautiful. In this 
case, then gazing should be avoided, though it is permitted to look at him for teaching 
or training purposes.  281   The Hanafi Sufi, Abdel al-Ghani an-Nabulusi (Syria, eighteenth 
century), refuted this kind of extreme position. In his opinion, the general prohibition 
could not be applied, except when a lascivious intent is obvious, because a teenager, 
even beardless, belongs to the male gender, and there exists no natural sexual attraction 
between persons of the same sex.  282   He seems to follow the opinion of the Shafi’i, Abu 
al-Qasim Abd al-Karim ar-Rafi’i (thirteenth century) who sees no harm in it, whenever 
there is an absence of sexual desire.  283   According to Khaled el-Rouayheb, the majority 
of Ottoman lawyers espoused a position similar to that of an-Nabulusi, among them 
sixteenth-century Egyptian Shafi’i, al-Khatib Shirbini, and Shams ud-Din Muhammad 
ar-Ramli. The latter considered to be a sinner he who gazed with pleasure and delight 
at a teenager without expressly desiring intercourse.  284   Jurists all seem to agree on 
condemning any form of touching or promiscuity with beautiful young males.  285   The 
condemnation of homogenital acts, as it is in legal or theological literature, does not 
preclude certain forms of homoeroticism. However, if the ephebe is considered a natu-
ral object of desire for the normal man in premodern Muslim societies, the relation 
between the two is socially perceived in a way that differs from egalitarian same-sex in 
the West. The inserter is never infamous; the desire for passive penetration in an adult 
male is considered as evil or pathological, even when laughed at. Satire ( hija ’), obscenity 
( sukhf ), insult, and denunciation in some respects may even be the only legitimate form 
of expressing a same-sex sexual preference that is gender-based and makes fun of reli-
gious or legal disapproval. Fran ç ois Lagrange has shown how Abu Hayyan  al-Tawidhi 
in his work  Kitab Akhlaq al-Wazirayn  ( The Blame of the Two Viziers ), makes use of 
the literary genre of the  adab  (cultured literature) to describe through insult the vizier 
Ibn ‘Abbad al-Sahib as a “homosexual character,” calling him in turns, regardless of the 
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role played in intercourse, an effeminate, a passive sodomite, an old queen ( mukkhanath 
ashmat ), and at the same time an active sodomite or  luti .  286   This type of literature may 
help to identify the gap that probably existed between the religious discourse denounc-
ing forbidden acts and the literary discourse describing persons with anomic tastes or 
preferences in sexual matters. 

 Before leaving this section, a few words on the neotraditionalist discourse about 
homosexuality are required. I am referring here to Muslims who, since the 1970s, criti-
cize postcolonial regimes as too complacent toward Western values and are advocating 
the defense of Islamic values     against assaults by external forces that bring social problems 
and personal distress. For many neotraditionalist thinkers, homosexuality is a Western 
import that traditional values     of Islam must fight. We earlier discussed Imam Yusuf al-
Qaradawi’s vision of heterosexuality as the natural condition of human sexuality, marked 
by gender differences or sexual dimorphism. Surprisingly, al-Qaradawi superimposes on 
his view of sexuality the theological concept of  fitra . In this way, he “equates an innate 
disposition to believe in God with an innate heterosexual orientation, making homosexu-
ality a form of  kufr  or infidelity.”  287   Al-Qaradawi, following some hard-line legal experts, 
reaffirms the need to punish by death those who commit homosexual acts, and totally 
rejects the idea of a homosexual orientation. However, this type of theological reason-
ing needs to be reconsidered, because the natural disposition referred to in the concept 
of  fitra  does not apply to what connects us to the animal kingdom—sexual instinct and 
reproduction of the species.  288    Fitra  is a natural disposition, found in human beings 
alone, an innate knowledge that guides them to the knowledge of God. Al-Qaradawi 
makes no distinction between homosexual acts, sodomy, and homosexuality, leaving no 
room for the emotional and psychological dimensions of same-sex attraction, yet an 
aspect strongly asserted in Muslim civilization, as I have shown. Neotraditionalists, such 
as al-Qaradawi, Taha Jabir al-Alwani, and Muzammil Siddiqi, see any Western protection 
of gay rights as an assault on Islamic values but are incapable of viewing their heteronor-
mative concept of sexuality as a cultural thing that maintains masculine domination over 
women.  289    

  Conclusion 
 Until the twentieth century, Arab-Persian culture adopted a fairly optimistic attitude 
vis- à -vis same-sex sexual attraction, provided it was aimed at a teenager. If intercourse 
occurred, the teenager had to play the passive role, and the adult male the active role. In 
this way, the adult was not compromising his masculinity. Religion severely sanctioned 
anal penetration, but to the same extent and with the same intensity as fornication and 
adultery. The religious ban did not rest upon the idea of a disorder of nature, a perver-
sion of sexual desire, as long as the subject is an adult playing the active role. Same-
sex relations do not espouse the Western paradigm of sexual orientation. Inequality in 
homosexual relations, built around two poles, activity or passivity and the age differ-
ence, marks both the normative discourse and popular imagination. However, individual 
practices sometimes exceed these prescribed limits. The Tunisian at-Tifashi refers to ver-
satile boys who do not hesitate to reverse roles.  290   Al Raghbi al-Asfahani (eleventh cen-
tury) confirms that male slaves were seens on their masters’ back.  291   The Persian satirist 
Zakani, parodying the  Shahnameh , a national epic written by Ferdowsi (late tenth cen-
tury), shows the legendary hero Rustam in full action with Human, both nude in combat 
after having laid aside their armor: “Hamun also exhibited a monstrous and legendary 
shaft, and according to what his ancestors had taught him, he trushed it in, etc. After, 
came Hamun’s turn to act as bottom.”  292   
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 Homoeroticism, in Sufi poetry in particular, serves to convey the spiritual aspirations 
of the follower, which only shows once again some positive attitude toward homosexual 
feelings. The attitude of some hardline Salafi fundamentalists from the twentieth century 
contrasts with traditional Islamic culture to the extent that it makes homosexual sexual 
misconduct more serious than any other sexual act, by putting the blame on some kind 
of perversion within the sexual actor, paradoxically under the influence of Western mod-
ern medical discourse. Many fundamentalists accuse homosexuality of being a Western 
imported evil. Muslim feminists have nevertheless opened the way for a reinterpretation 
of the Qur’an, which further militates in favor of gender equality, as opposed to male 
superiority promoted by the Sharia. Using a new interpretation ( ijtihad ) could also cre-
ate a new legal interpretation of homosexuality, a task that remains to be accomplished 
by the promoters of a new enlightened Islam.  
   



      6  

 Afro-Caribbean and 

Afro-Brazilian Religions   

   Religion 
 The slave trade brought Africans by force to work in the United States, the Caribbean, 
Brazil, and also in Venezuela and Colombia. It marked the history of the Americas in 
a distinctive way. The slaves were captured from different parts of Africa, and came to 
the New World with their languages, cultures, and religious systems. For various rea-
sons, which it would be out of place to develop here, slaves that came directly from 
Africa—called  bozale s in Cuba,  bossales  or  n   è   g Guinen  in Haiti—and, subsequently, their 
descendants managed to maintain a piece of their religious culture of origin while adapt-
ing it to a new socioeconomic context. Thus, three major African American systems 
of religious syncretism gradually emerged: Santer í a in Cuba, Candombl é  in Brazil, and 
Voodoo in Haiti. Other African-inspired religions developed in the Americas, but they 
were never as influential as these three.  1   All three systems have an undeniable kinship 
because all are tied to neighboring African civilizations, the Yoruba of Nigeria and Benin 
(former Dahomey) in the case of Candombl é  and Santer í a, and the Fon from the ancient 
Kingdom of Dahomey for Voodoo. This does not preclude other influences, as it will 
soon be demonstrated. 

 No official statistics exist on these religions because the states that host them do 
not include them in their census. Historically, these beliefs were banned by the colo-
nial authorities and the clergy, both Catholics and Protestants. To be honest, they were 
demonized, associated with black magic, witchcraft, cannibalism, and human sacrifice, or 
sexual orgies. Colonial authorities did not hesitate to classify these religious practices as 
crimes of magic and mutiny. Such was the view in the notorious  Black Code —enacted in 
1685 by Louis XIV to regulate the life of slaves in the Antilles and Guyana.  2   The code 
prohibited any religious practice other than Roman Catholicism and punished any form 
of gathering or meeting of slaves. Above all, the ban clearly demonstrated the colonizers’ 
fear of runaways. Their suspicions were not entirely unfounded, since the slaves’ protest 
drew strength from their ancestral brought from Africa, enabling them to oppose their 
European masters’ political and cultural domination. For example, Boukman, a Voodoo 
priest, an  oungan  in Creole, presided over the ceremony of Bois Ca ï man on August 14, 
1791. During the ceremony, an animal was sacrificed to the ancestors, which led to the 
massacre of white settlers. This ceremony is considered the founding moment of the 
Haitian Revolution and independence, which was finally proclaimed on January 1, 1804, 
by Jean-Jacques Dessalines.  3   Leaders of the indigenous movement—a kind of cultural 
resistance to the American occupation from the 1920s—such as Jean Price-Mars and 
Justin-Chrysostome Dorsainvil saw Boukman’s experience as a paradigm for the liberat-
ing energy contained in ancestral religion.  4   



Male Homosexualities and World Religions158

 In Cuba, African traditions were perpetuated in the daily lives of maroons ( cimar-
rone s) in the  palenque  (meaning a stockade, free zone, a walled enclosure), particularly in 
Santiago (East of the island). There, in the mountain range of El Cobre, in the Oriente 
Region, was created the  Palenque El Portillon , where many fugitives flocked to the cop-
per mine in the town of Cobre. They erected a shrine to the  Virgen de la Caridad , 
patron saint of Cuba, representing the Santer í a  oricha  (spirit) Och ú n.  5   Spanish coloniza-
tion allowed slaves greater civil liberties than the French or English systems, including 
the right to property and marriage, which favored the emergence of a large class of 
emancipated slaves. The Spanish Church required that slaves convert to Catholicism, but 
unlike what happened in the French Antilles with the  Black Code , it wished to promote 
the integration of newly arrived slaves and emancipated slaves ( de color libre s) to Cuban 
life. Thus, the church allowed them to form, along the lines of their ethnicity, cultural 
associations, the  cabildo s.  6   These groups secured the survival of African cults, especially 
in Havana and Matanzas. 

 In Brazil, during the seventeenth century, many maroons congregated in Pernambuco, 
in the Serra da Barriga, in small enclaves of freedom—the  quilombo s. These havens 
of freedom were formed under the leadership of a king or master—Ganga Zumba or 
Zumbi—and were known as the Republic of  Os Palmares .  7   The  quilombo s perpetuated 
cults to African deities ( orix   á  s), fused with elements of Catholicism and perhaps cults 
from Indians of the Amazon rainforest. King Ganga Zumba was probably chosen because 
of the religious functions he held during the celebration of these African cults.  8   Today, a 
statue still honors the memory of Zumbi in the city of Salvador. In this same city, many 
sculptures of  orix   á  s are found in public parks and gardens, particularly in the districts of 
Pituba, Rio Vermelho, and in Dique do Toror ό  Park. 

 Santer í a, Candombl é , and Voodoo no doubt contributed to the survival of African 
cultures in America, and they inspired the slaves’ political struggle against the colonizer. 
Even today, many people, often among the poorest, find in these religions the courage 
needed to face daily misery, and they run up to them as a “place of invulnerability against 
their exploiters.”  9   In Haiti, intellectuals, such as Francois Duvalier, used Voodoo to pro-
mote Haitian nationalism, but official endorsement of Voodoo only happened in 2003, 
when the state formalized the validity of birth certificates, weddings, and funerals issued 
by an  oungan . Since the colonial years, a number of obstacles have stood in the way of 
formal recognition. Opposition came not only from the Catholic clergy, but also from 
intellectuals and the Haitian political class who tried to distance themselves from practices 
often charged as witchcraft or plain superstition. The  Penal Code , promulgated in 1835 
under President Jean-Pierre Boyer, severely punished the practice of “zombification” 
and magic spells, coming from “all makers of  ouangas, caprelatas, vaudoux, donp   è   dres, 
Macandal .”  10   Louis-Joseph Janvier and Hannibal Price strove after the creation of a kind 
of black Enlightenment, which would make of Haiti a black France, free from the defects 
of barbarism carried by African Voodoo.  11   This “African barbarism,” it must be added, 
was the image held by nineteenth-century Europeans! Later, several writers disparaged 
the cultural alienation resulting from the persecution by Roman Catholicism of Voodoo, 
but without necessarily acknowledging its role as an instrument of national liberation. 
For many of them, Voodoo would simply disappear of its own, as the country developed 
and the people became more educated.  12   The socialist novelist Jacques Stephen Alexis 
wrote in  The Musician Threes : “The loas grow from our soil because our land is miser-
able, but they will die one day, thanks to electricity and agricultural machinery.”  13   

 In Brazil, even after the destruction of the Republic of Palmares in 1694, the authori-
ties continued to identify Candombl é  with the emancipatory image of the  quilombo , 
and they punished followers, slaves, and emancipated slaves found in places of worship 
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( terreiro s).  14   The Catholic Church in Brazil, especially in Salvador da Bahia, condemned 
African religions, as it happened elsewhere in the Americas. At the same time, the 
Portuguese missionaries furthered their growth through the creation of  irmandade s, lay 
associations for mutual assistance, most notably in regard to funeral rites. The  irman-
dade s consisted mostly of people from the same ethnic group ( na   çõ   e s). From the nine-
teenth century, they brought together many slaves of different ethnic origins,  crioulo s 
(slaves born in Brazil) and  mulato s. The church believed it would, in this way, win their 
support by allowing them to speak African languages, through their native songs and 
dances on Sundays after the Sunday mass in church.  15   From the second half of the nine-
teenth century, the church began to lose some of its influence on the slave population 
because of its ban on burials inside churches or in private places of burial for reasons of 
public hygiene. Slaves became less fond of their  irmandade s, and gradually abandoned 
them.  16   Other factors may explain this drop: in the second half of the nineteenth century, 
abolitionist and republican ideas made their way in the slave population, and new forms 
of associations fighting for the emancipation and equality attracted blacks.  17   

 The  quilombo  and  irmandade  remain, even today, powerful metaphors in the con-
struction of what Joao Jose Reis calls “ a consci   ê   ncia negra .”  18   Cachoeira, a small city 
in the state of Bahia, still houses the  Irmandade da Nossa Senhora da Boa Morte  ( Our 
Lady of the Good Death ), and each year it still solemnly celebrates the Assumption of 
the Virgin in August with a blending of Catholic celebrations and African rituals. The 
Brazilian Constitution of 1988, for the first time, acknowledged the land claims of  qui-
lombo  descendants. Intellectuals and the clergy, Catholic or Protestant, often continue to 
identify Candombl é  with magic or witchcraft. In the early twentieth century, Raimundo 
Nina Rodrigues, a mulatto and forensic doctor, became the first to insist on describing 
in detail the Candombl é  of Bahia and its Afro-Brazilian traditions. For him, the  qui-
lombo  only brought Brazilians of African descent back to “African barbarism” or “tribal 
regression,” adding that the black presence was a disadvantage for Brazil.  19   The positive 
contribution of Africans to the Brazilian national identity became truly recognized only 
with Gilberto Freyre and his book  Casa Grande e Senzala ,  Masters and Slaves , released 
in 1933. From the 1950s, Roger Bastide and Pierre Verger highlighted the ingenuity 
and rich complexity of Candombl é , and they somehow acclaimed this Afro-Brazilian 
cult alongside other world religious systems. Prejudices, however, failed to disappear as 
it was well illustrated by author Alfredo Dias Gomes in his play of 1960,  O Pagador de 
Promessas ,  Keeper of Promises , which was made into a movie two years later by Anselmo 
Duarte. Z é  do Burro, a Bahian peasant who had carried a cross on a long distance, went 
to hoist it in the church, hence keeping a promise he had made to Santa Barbara if she 
cured his donkey. The priest did not allow him to enter the church, accusing Z é  of having 
invoked Yas ã , the  orix   á   of storm, who is venerated by means of the Christian representa-
tion of Saint Barbara. 

 The word “Voodoo” derives its origin from the word  vodun , a word meaning spirit 
in the Fon language, spoken in the ancient Kingdom of Dahomey. In the seventeenth 
century, the kingdom extended to the present borders of Togo and Benin, and well into 
present-day southwestern Nigeria. Abomey was the capital; it became heavily involved in 
the slave trade, especially through the ports of Whydah and Allada after their recapture 
from the Portuguese. Many slaves—Fon, Ewe, and Aja—were taken by force from this 
region to the Caribbean, particularly to the French Antilles. Other ethnic groups joined 
them. The Yoruba kingdom of Oyo gradually subjugated its neighbor, the Kingdom of 
Dahomey, in the early eighteenth century. Oyo got involved in the slave trade, as did the 
Yoruba Kingdom of Ketu, in northern Benin. All these ethnic groups ( nazyon ) contrib-
uted to the establishment of Voodoo in Haiti.  Rada  refers mainly to religious beliefs and 
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practices of the Ewe, Fon, Aja, and Mahi. Nag ô  (a Fon word meaning Yoruba) refers to 
Yoruba beliefs, and Congo to beliefs derived from slaves taken from the Kongo Empire. 
This empire included the northwestern part of Angola, Cabinda, and the Western part of 
the Democratic Republic of Congo and Congo-Brazza. Congo rituals are usually called 
 Petro.  They were popularized in the second half of the eighteenth century by various 
slaves from the Kingdom of Kongo.  20   

 Voodoo ceremonies ( s   è   vis-loa ,  c   é   r   é   moni ) held in each ritual seek the protection of 
spirits, the  loa s, against disease, famine, infertility, failure in love affairs, and so on. By 
means of offerings and sacrifices followers make sure they are protected against the  loa s’ 
anger. In  Rada  ceremonies,  loa s are sometimes called  mist   è   (mystery) or  z’ange , and 
are usually of Dahomean origin. Every ceremony usually starts with an invocation to 
the Creator of the universe,  Bondye Papa  or  Bondye Mama , and the following plea: “ pa 
p   è   mysion Gran-Met l   à ”  (with the will of God Almighty).  21   God the Creator does not 
interfere in the lives of men and of the cosmos, nor in relations between men and nature; 
the  loa s provide for that.  22   A Creole proverb illustrates the neutrality of  Bondye : “ sa n   è   g 
f   è    n   è   g, Bondye ri sa ” (God does not care what a man does to another).  23   This  Deus otiosus  
(idle god) is also found in the Lukumi pantheon of Cuba under the name of Olofin, 
father of heaven and earth, and Olodumare, mother of heaven and earth. These two cre-
ated the  oricha s. Olofin and Olodumare cannot “ride” a  santero  (follower) or a  babalawo  
(priest). Laennec Hurbon has shown that God must remain for the voodooist outside 
of any transaction with the human realm to remain the “Other.” Man’s spiritual journey 
is achieved through the symbolic act of  loa  worship and personal quest for harmony in 
the universe.  24   

 In the  Rada  pantheon to which we confine our analysis, each  loa  has its correspond-
ing Catholic saint. As already said, the slaves’ African cults were first banned by the 
European settlers, but later black political and religious elites followed in their footsteps. 
Voodooists made use of the Catholic statuary to conceal their true object of worship, the 
 loa s. Each  Rada loa  has a tree where it lodges, an emblem, a color, specific food, func-
tion, and dance. Damballa remains the most popular  loa , together with his wife Ayida 
Wedo. With his symbols the serpent and the rainbow, he is honored as a benevolent spirit, 
genius of fertility and rain, inhabiting mainly springs and streams. He also takes refuge in 
trees, but prefers cotton; he also adores eggs, a symbol of fertility, and chickens.  25   Those 
who want to honor him, or offer him a sacrifice, must be clad in white. Damballa and his 
wife bring marital success and happiness, especially with the sacrifice of a cock and a white 
hen.  26   The Catholic St. Patrick corresponds to Damballa, while Ayida Wedo is repre-
sented by St. Elizabeth of Hungary. Legba or Papa Legba, depicted as an old man smok-
ing pipe with a bag slung across his shoulder, facilitates entry into the world of the  loa s. 
Every ritual must begin with an invocation such as “ Papa Legba louvri bary   è    a pou mwen 
pase ” (Papa Legba, open the door for me to pass).  27   A rural spirit, he lives at crossroads, 
and people pay tribute to him by putting tobacco, rice, and green bananas in a bag and 
hanging it from his favorite tree, the hog plum tree ( spondias purpurea ). A true trickster, 
he knows how to use deceit to manipulate the  loa s, but depending on his mood, things 
often turn against the disciple. He is depicted as St. Peter holding the keys of paradise, 
and sometimes as St. Anthony (invoked to recover lost things).  28   Erzulie Freda, the sexy 
mulatto goddess of love, appears in the form of the Virgin Mary (Our Lady of Sorrows), 
and has a pierced heart as symbol.  29   She is particularly fond of blue or pink dresses, 
jewelry and perfume, and has many lovers—Damballa, Ogou-Feray, and Agou é . In the 
 Petro  rite, Erzulie Dant ò  is shown in the guise of an old amazon, protector of children, 
also called Erzulie  y   é   -ruj  (red eyes), a fierce warrior equipped with a dagger.  30   She figures 
as Our Lady of Mount Carmel or the Black Madonna of Czestochowa. The blacksmith 
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Ogou Feray is the spirit of war, and lives in a calabash tree. He handles fire and iron with 
ease and is symbolized by a sword planted in the ground. With red as his color, he is 
pleased by the sacrifice of a red rooster or red kidney beans. In the Catholic tradition, 
he is St. James (the Greater). Baron Samdi rules, with his wife Maman Brigit, over the 
domain of the spirits of ancestors, the  gu   é   d   é   or guides to the underworld. He inhabits 
the cross at the entrance to cemeteries, but also takes refuge with the  gu   é   d   é   in a kapok 
tree ( mapou ).  31   Dressed in old clothes and a black top hat, Baron Samdi and the  gu   é   d   é   
disrupt the ceremonies with sexual innuendos, drinking  clairin  (strong cane spirit, less 
refined than rum) supplemented with  piman bouk  (habanero) to show their invincibil-
ity. There are several other secondary  loa s in the  Rada  pantheon, such as Kouzen Zaka, 
the guardian of agriculture, or Loko-Atisou, the spirit of vegetation, also in charge of 
healing the sick, the father of phytotherapy, and protector of herbalists, named in Creole 
 dokt   è    f   è   y .  32   Other popular spirits come from  Petro  rites, and are associated with magic 
and sorcery, including  Petro y   é   -ruj  (red eyes) and his wife Marinette ( Marinet bra-chech ), 
Kita, and the Simbis—Simbi dlo (Water Simbi), Simbi Makaya, Simbi Andezo (Simbi of 
two waters), and Grand Simba, all water gods in Kongo rituals. Alongside these  loa s exist 
other spirits: the tutelary spirits of the lineage, the spirits of ancestors or family  loa-rasin  
(root- loa ). For some time now, ancestor worship has tended to disappear, making way for 
the Voodoo pantheon. The breaking up of the traditional social structure of the extended 
family around a patriarch, the  lakou  (courtyard), may help explain its disappearance, as 
the religion turned itself into a private experience rather than a lineage ritual.  33   Probably 
originating from ancestor worship, but now integrated in the Voodoo pantheon, the  loa 
Marassa  represent twins, living or dead. Every year on January 6, families honor twins as 
exceptional beings with food offerings, the  Manj   é   -Marassa . 

 Because Mother Africa was so distant, the difficulties of the slaves’ daily lives meant 
that religious life directly addressed basic problems, survival, and resistance to oppres-
sion. This probably explains, in part, why Dahomean mythology did not survive in a nar-
rative form, but was and still is perpetuated in rituals and dance.  34   Lilas Desquiron notes 
this aspect of Voodoo: slave society killed the myths, but it could not stop the body from 
remembering the ritual. Therefore, we can argue that Haitian Voodoo is in its essence 
a “danced religion” in the broadest sense, because all that survived was memorized by 
the body.  35   

 Let us now turn to the ceremonies or the  s   è   vis-loa . Voodoo rituals take place in a 
temple called  ounf   ò   ( houmfort ). Akin to an ordinary home, it must include, besides the 
 oungan ’s (priest) or  manbo ’s (priestess) quarters, an open shed where the public cer-
emony is held, the  p   é   ristil . In the middle of the  p   é   ristil  stands an erected pillar, the 
 poto-mitan , a pathway for the  loa s to descend into the human world.  36   Around the  poto-
mitan , the ground is marked with symbolic figures made out of corn flour or ashes—the 
 v   è   v   è   representing the attributes of a  loa . The  ounf   ò   houses the  bagui , also called  kay mist   è   
(house of mysteries). This room displays on its walls the symbols of the  loa s and altars ( p   é  ) 
with crucifix, necklaces, stones, statues of saints, the  oungan ’s  asson  (sacred rattle),  govi s    
 or jugs containing the spirits of the ancestors and  pot   è   t s or jugs containing hair and nails 
belonging to  ounsis  (initiates meaning in Fon language “wives of  loa s”).  37   

 In Voodoo, the core of the liturgy highlights the offering or sacrifice to the  loa s, the 
 Manj   é   -Loa . It is preceded by a preparatory rite whereby drums and songs invite the 
various  loa s, after the invocation to  Gran M   è   t . Drums are sacred objects symbolizing 
the resonant voice of the spirits.  P   è    savann  (bush priest) intervenes during the liturgy to 
honor  Gran M   è   t  and the Catholic saints, and recite the Lord’s Prayer, Hail Marys, and 
the Apostles Creed.  38   The  Manj   é   -Loa  consists in purifying the sacrificial victim, usually a 
chicken or a goat. After that comes the address to Papa Legba, “ Louvri bary   è    pou mwen 
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l   ò    ma tuni ma rem   è   sie ou ” (Open the gate for me, when I come back I will thank you).  39   
The  loa s reveal their presence within the perimeter of the  p   é   ristil  through dances of dif-
ferent styles. The main  Rada  rhythms are called  yanvalou  (Fon: come to me) executed 
in a kneeling position,  zepol  (shoulders), and  mayi  (the Mahi of Dahomey).  40   Dancing 
to the beating of drums often leads to spirit possession, also known as  kriz-loa  ( loa -
crisis). During this epiphany of spirits, the  loa  “rides” the devotee, who becomes the 
 loa ’s mount ( loa monte chwal li : the  loa  rides his horse). Possession, which has nothing 
to do with any manifestation of hysteria or mental disorder, takes the form of a liturgical 
drama with its own syntax.  41   The audience identifies the  loa  through gestures, words, 
and colors of the mount’s clothing.  42   In  Manj   é   -Loa , spiritual energy is sustained by the 
offerings of food and sacrifice to the  loa  and then communicated to the follower, who 
suddenly becomes capable of extraordinary things, like walking on embers.  43   To under-
stand the importance of possession, one must understand Voodoo anthropology. The 
individual personality is composed of a material principle, the body or  kadav-k   ò  , and two 
supernatural principles:  gwo-bonanj  (chief guardian angel), the principle of life attached 
to the body, and  ti-bonanj  (little guardian angel), a more subtle and vulnerable principle, 
corresponding to individual consciousness and intellect, in charge of personal protec-
tion.  44   During a possession crisis,  ti-bonanj  vanishes, giving way to the  loa  dancing in 
the  ounsi ’s head. During an initiation, for example, the  loa m   è   t-tet  (master of the head) 
takes over the  ti-bonanj .  45   The  Manj   é   -Loa  ceremony ends with the sacrifice of an animal, 
which is then cooked and eaten by the participants. At the end, the  gu   é   d   é   often come out 
nowhere and spread fear.  46   

 Initiation or  kanzo  has as its primary purpose the anchoring of the  loa  in the head so 
that the person falls under its personal protection. According to Alfred M é traux, initia-
tion “acts as a guarantee against the tricks of fate, bad luck and above all, illness.”  47   It 
starts with a preparatory phase during which the future initiate visits the  ounf   ò   regularly 
for a few weeks to become familiar with the rites and receive ritual baths. The second step 
in the ceremony is the “sleeping of the  oungn   ò ”  (novices), during which the  oungan  or 
 manbo  confines the novice to the seclusion room ( dj   è   vo ) for a week. There will be held 
the  pot   è   t  ritual in which hair, nails, and body hair taken from the novice are placed.  48   
The same room is also the setting for the ceremony of  lave-t   è   t  (washing the head) dur-
ing which the disciple’s hair and head are washed with an infusion of medicinal herbs 
and also the blood of sacrificed animals and other food offered to the  loa . The  oungan  
then proceeds to attach the  loa-t   è   t  firmly to the novice’s head by a series of gestures and 
incantations. The initiation comes to completion with the ceremony of  boule-zen  with 
burning pots ( zen ) coated with oil. The hands and feet of new initiates are thrust into the 
flames as a means of purification.  49   Like many other initiation rites, the  kanzo  uses the 
symbolic transition from death, experienced by the initiate in the form of reclusion from 
the world, to rebirth into a new life, under the guardianship of a personal  loa , purified 
by water and fire. A  boule-zen  ritual, similar to this one, is also practiced to mark another 
significant passage, death. The corpse is ritually bathed, and the  govi  containing the per-
son’s  ti-bonanj  is burned to allow him to rejoin the ancestral spirits, after having dwelled 
for a year on the ocean floor.  50   Funeral rites include the  Manje-L   è   m   ò   (eating the dead), 
which takes place on the anniversary of a follower’s death. Food offerings are placed in a 
closed room to feed the spirits of the dead, something that is of paramount importance 
for the survival of the community, because “the cult of the dead is always a sending back 
of the dead, by which, paradoxically, they are recalled and reintegrated into the human 
community as protectors.”  51   The initiate may also marry mystically with his patron  loa  
during a special ceremony presided over by a  P   è    savann ; this marriage may have con-
sequences for his own sex life. Thus, if the recruit is not married and has for guardian 
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Erzulie, she could request that he remain single. If he is already married, he cannot have 
sex on Tuesdays and Thursdays.  52   

 This brief discussion of Voodoo ends with some reflections on the place of magic 
and witchcraft in this religious system. Voodoo has often had a bad name because it is 
regularly associated with magic. Some do not hesitate to reject it, including Catholics and 
Protestants, who portray it as a satanic cult.  53   Others, like Roger Bastide, tend to oppose, 
on one hand, the worship of spirits in the  Rada  rite—considered as a legitimate form of 
religion—and, on the other hand, magical practices of Bantu origin found in the  Petro  
rite.  54   In reality, the genuine nature of Voodoo probably rests somewhere between these 
two extremes. I agree with what Alfred M é traux says, despite the somewhat derogatory 
tone: 

 We must take—and have taken—magic to include any manipulation of occult forces, 
any use made of the virtues or properties immanent in things, and in human beings and 
any technique through which the supernatural world becomes submissive to domina-
tion and exploitation for personal ends. 

 Taken in this sense magic is inextricably mixed up with what people are pleased to 
call “the Voodoo religion.”  55     

 Some magical practices, called  pwen  or  paket-Congo , seek to protect the person with 
charms and amulets against individual misfortunes or against evil spells— ouanga  cast by 
a  b   ò   k   ò   (magician) or an  oungan . Healers, or  dokt   è    fey , have the ability to cure diseases 
with herbs and barks. Among the most powerful  ouanga  aimed at harming a person, the 
best known certainly is casting spells using dolls or objects belonging to the victim, a lock 
of hair or a piece of clothing. According to popular belief, evil spirits ( baka ) assist the  b   ò   k   ò   
in cursing people with disease and death. Zombification is an evil technique by which a 
 b   ò   k   ò   captures a person’s  ti-bonanj  and turns it into a  zombie  at his command. Magic and 
witchcraft are part of the symbolic Voodoo worldview, in which personality cannot be 
constructed without the necessary, although dangerous, irruption of the  loa s for protec-
tion, an impossible task for the  ti-bonanj  alone.  56   

 Santer í a, also known as  Regla de Lucum   í  , mostly stemmed from Yoruba religion 
brought by the slaves from Nigeria and Benin. Besides the Yoruba, slaves from diverse 
ethnic groups were brought to the island of Cuba from the Kongo Kingdom, the region 
of Calabar (Ibo and Efi), and West Africa (Bambara, Ashanti, Fulani, Hausa). In the end, 
historical factors may account for the predominance of Yoruba influence, including the 
influx of members of this ethnic group on the slave market after the collapse of their 
kingdom in Oyo in the early nineteenth century. The majority of slaves brought to Cuba 
by force between 1820 and 1840 were Yoruba. The demand for slaves grew because of 
the boom in sugarcane plantations, with the British occupation of 1797.  57   In Cuba, the 
 cabildos de naci   ó   n  played a significant role in the development of Santer í a, as suggested 
by Bastide, as well as in the survival and growth of various Bantu cults from the Congo 
or Angola—the  Palo Monte , sometimes called  Palo Mayombe  or  Reglas de Congo . The 
Spanish colonial policy of  coartaci   ó   n  enabled slaves to buy their freedom after seven 
years and to gradually repay their master a price determined in advance. The abolition 
of slavery in 1880 no longer provided newcomers for the ranks of the  cabildo de naci   ó   n . 
In addition, rebellions and Independence Wars from the second half of the nineteenth 
century, and the fear of seeing the case of Haiti repeated, led to the disappearance of 
the  cabildo de nacion , seen by the Europeans as a hotbed for African insurgency.  58   Thus, 
at the turn of the twentieth century, the  cabildo s, often created by freedmen in cities, 
included within their ranks a majority of  criollo s from various ethnic groups. For example, 
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the  Cabildo Africano Lucum   í   of Havana, also called  Sociedad de Santa Barbara , despite 
its name welcomed some non-Yoruba followers. This new type of  cabildo , then bearing 
the name  casa de ocha   59   ( oricha s’ house) or  casa de santo , attached more importance to 
the priestly lineage of two orders: the  babalawo s from the  Regla de If   á   and the  babalocha s 
from the  Regla de Ocha .  60   The  babalawo s form an exclusively male brotherhood, distin-
guished from others by their ability to practice the If á  method of divination. The  baba-
locha s (fathers of the spirits or spiritual fathers) are initiated men who can in turn train 
other people. This function may also be performed by women called  iyalocha s (mothers 
or wives of spirits). 

 The Lucum í  pantheon and its hierarchy are not a mere replica of the Yoruba pantheon 
transplanted to America. Some degree of hybridization was brought into play by theo-
rists of Afro-Cuban religion in the early twentieth century, with Catholicism or with the 
Greco-Roman and Egyptian mythology.  61   Olodumare is the creator of all things—gods, 
humans, animals and plants, and so on. In reality, to shape the universe Olodumare uses 
his son Obatal á , the master of all  oricha s. 

 Represented by an old man, he is the grand  oricha  of purity and wisdom, able to 
respond favorably to other  oricha s. Obatal á  can take many forms ( camino s): as women, 
mostly portrayed in the shape of the  Virgen de la Merced , or as men, in the shape of 
Chalofon or San Manuel. Eleggua or Elegba plays the same role as Papa Legba in 
Voodoo.  62   A playful trickster, whose colors are red and black, he is the Infant Jesus of 
Atocha. He may also become a much less amicable spirit known as Ech ú . Next, Chang ó , 
probably an ancient Yoruba king of Oyo, embodies the god of thunder and virility, with 
the colors red and white. A passionate lover, he has had several women—Oya and the 
sexy Och ú n—besides his lawful wife Oba. His symbol is the double ax, and he is associ-
ated with St. Barbara. Myth narratives ( pataki ) describe Chang ó’ s sexual prowess, even 
his sodomizing of his adoptive mother, Yemay á .  63   Och ú n, goddess of rivers, embodies 
the sensual, feminine beauty and charm. She had several affairs with Ogun and Chang ó , 
while married to Orunmila. She has as distinctive emblem the yellow fan, and is often 
depicted as  Nuestra Senora de la Caridad del Cobre , patron saint of the island of Cuba, 
known affectionately as “ la mulata. ” Mistress of the sea, wearing blue, Yemay á  takes the 
form of the  Virgen de la Regla . Like the sea, she is considered the mother of all living 
beings and the goddess of fertility. She once reprimanded Chang ó  for his uncontrolled 
sex drive—chasing him into the sea until he nearly drowned in the waves. He was rescued 
by her, after he promised to show more respect for women in the future.  64   Yemay á  may 
also appear in a male form as Olokun, god of the deep sea, which holds the dead. Ogun, a 
violent warrior god, molds metal into weapons. His emblem is a machete, and his colors 
are green and black. He is also represented as St. Peter. Ochosi, god of the hunt, joins 
the warrior  oricha s, Elegba and Ogun, with the bow and arrow as his emblems. Those 
encountering problems with law enforcement officers invoke him. Orunmila, titular  ori-
cha  of the If á  divination system is the patron of  babalawo s who practice it by casting 
palm nuts ( ikin ) on a wooden tray—the  op   ó   n If   á  . The tray serves as the emblem of 
Orunmila, whose colors are green and yellow. He is identified with St. Francis of Assisi. 
Babaluay é , St. Lazare, is the patron of the poor and the sick, particularly invoked to 
cure skin diseases. According to a myth, Babaluay é  is an inveterate womanizer. He got 
covered with skin wounds after disobeying Orunmila, who had advised him not to make 
love on Thursdays so as not to offend Olodumare.  65   The champion of healers with herbs 
is Osain, the spirit of vegetation identified with St. Sylvester. 

 Though myth narratives are more salient in Santer í a than in Voodoo, liturgy is also 
central to Cuban religion. Four major festivals mark the liturgical calendar: September 
8 in honor of the  Virgen de la Caridad  or Och ú n, September 24 dedicated to  Nuestra 
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Se   ñ   ora de las Mercedes  or Obatal á , December 4 in honor of St. Barb or of Chang ó , and 
St. Lazare on December 17 or the Feast of Babaluay é .  66   Apart from these festivals, a 
special service may be required by the practitioner to acquire the distinct favor of an 
 oricha , or for initiation. Santer í a worship displays substantially the same structure as the 
one described for Voodoo, with the calling of the  oricha s led by Elegba the door opener, 
with songs and dances unique to each  oricha  invoked, and possession ( asiento ) during 
which the  oricha  enters the head of the recruit ( iyaw   ó  ) and transmits its energy ( ach   é  ), 
with sacrificial offerings to the  oricha s, and with a communal meal. Initiation ( kariocha ) 
also has a similar structure to Voodoo initiation: washing of the body, especially the head 
with herbs, and possession ( asiento ) during which the porcelain pot ( sopera   67  ) painted in 
the color of the guardian  oricha  ( oricha de cabeza, cabecera, due   ñ   o de la cabeza, angel de 
la guardia ) is seated on the novice’s head. After a week of seclusion in la  casa de santo , 
the  iyaw   ó   is introduced to the public—often dressed in white, with neck collars ( collares 
de mazo ) coded to the colors of the  oricha s that descended upon him. The second day of 
initiation,  el dia del medio , has distinct features not found in Voodoo liturgy. Crowned as 
king or queen on the ritual stool ( pil   ó   n ), a small throne located inside the house, the ini-
tiate is shown to the initiated members of the house of worship on a dais ( trono ), draped 
with fabric in the color of his guardian  oricha  and other  oricha s manifested during the 
 asiento .  68   In Santer í a, confinement continues, loosely, beyond the initiation week until 
up to three months, during which the initiate is somewhat grounded and must remain 
sexually abstinent.  69   After three months, the initiate may keep the  soperas  in his house, in 
a special cabinet called a  canastillero .  70   

 Scholarly studies on Afro-Brazilian cults generally oppose Candombl é  Nag ô , derived 
from the Yoruba religion, to other cults grouped under the name of Umbanda, a set 
of practices that have more in common with witchcraft, Bantu magic— macumba —and 
Western spiritualism. Even more, ethnologists and anthropologists have often focused 
their research on three principal Bahian  terreiro s as the ideal expression of religious prac-
tices brought by African slaves:  Engenho Velho ,  Axis Op   ô    Afonja , and  Gantois .  71   This view 
of the Afro-Brazilian religious domain, put forth notably by Roger Bastide, no longer 
garners consensus among researchers who increasingly point toward the interpenetration 
of practices from different origins.  72   Thus, many Candombl é  priests interpret the  exu-
egun  and  pombagira s or the spirits of the dead in spiritualism by Africanizing them in the 
role of servants of the  orix   á  s.  73   The Umbanda got organized as a religious system only in 
the early twentieth century, borrowing from Western spiritualism and integrating  caboclo s 
(spirits of the native Indians) and  orix   á  s from Candombl é , as well as Catholic saints.  74   

 The place where  orix   á  s are worshipped is called  terreiro  or Candombl é . As in Santer í a 
and Voodoo, the ethnic diversity of African slaves gave rise to different  terreiro s: Nag ô , 
Angola/Congo also known as Batuque, J é j é  with Vodun from the Fon and Ewe people. 
This chapter deals primarily with Nag ô . There are many similarities between the Lucum í  
pantheon of Cuba and the Nag ô  of Brazil. Olorum, the creator of heaven and earth, 
petitions Obatal á  or Oxal á  to create life on earth. The grand  orix   á   of purity and light, 
whose color is white, he is also known as  Nosso Senhor do Bonfim , patron of the city of 
Salvador. Exu, the Fon Legba, plays the mediator in human transactions and encounters 
and between men and  orix   á  s. He is, therefore, found at crossroads, in market places and 
on the doorstep of houses and  terreiro s.  75   His favorite instrument of negotiation remains 
the If á  method of divination traditionally done with palm nuts ( opel   é  ), but now done with 
cowries ( dilog   ú   n ).  76   The  despacho  or  pad   ê   is the ritual whereby Exu is dispatched to  orix   á  s 
to coax them with songs and offerings of water and cassava flour.  77   Exu also has a femi-
nine shape, Pomba Gira, who represents a cynical and dangerous aspect, associated with 
unquenchable female sexual appetite and sexual sorcery.  78   On February 2, thousands of 
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Bahian celebrate in style Yemanj á , grand  orix   á   of the sea and protector of sailors,  Nossa 
Senhora dos Navigantes . They joyfully gather on the beach of Rio Vermelho, singing, 
drinking beer and  caipirinha , and dancing to the drums. Flowers and other offerings are 
carried out to sea by boat and then left for the queen of waves, Yemanj á . As Oxal á’ s wife, 
she is considered the mother of all  orix   á  s and all living beings. Her color is blue and her 
 ax   é   (energy) resides in stones and sea shells. Oxum, Xang ô’ s wife and goddess of fresh 
waters, embodies sensual love, feminine beauty, and prosperity. She is  Nossa Senhora da 
Candel   á   ria . All the  terreiro s of Bahia celebrate the feast of Oxossi, praying for the heal-
ing power and protection by this warrior  orix   á   living in the forest.  79   There is no need to 
further describe Nag ô   orix   á  s because of their resemblance with the deities of the Cuban 
Lucum í  pantheon, with some differences in their relationship with Catholic saints. This 
is especially true for Yans ã ,  orix   á   of the wind (Oy á  in Cuba) associated in Brazil with St. 
Barb and the cult of the dead, personified by Chang ó  in Cuba, while the Brazilian Xang ô  
is St. Jerome. A  babalorix   á   ( pai de santo ) or a  yalorix   á   ( m   ã   e de santo ) conducts ceremo-
nies ( obriga   çõ   e s) dedicated to  orix   á  s and initiations ( feituras de santo ) follow much the 
same pattern as that observed in Santer í a.  80   The initiate may finally, after seven years, 
bring home his  orix   á ’ s stone ( ot   ã  ). He may then create his own  terreiro , while remaining 
faithful to that of his initiation.  

  Sexuality and Homosexuality 
 Unlike the approach taken in previous chapters, sexuality and homosexuality will be 
dealt together in this section. Unlike other religions contemplated in this book, Afro-
Caribbean and Afro-Brazilian religions did not develop texts or moral codes establishing 
standards for human behavior. Afro-Caribbean and Afro-Brazilizan religions believe that 
every individual has a personal destiny and a guardian angel watching, protecting and 
guiding the person in achieving a balanced life.  81   A child is born with a body, a heart, and 
a guiding inner principle—a guardian angel known as the head ( ori  in Yoruba religion). 
Problems, life hazards, and diseases are all seen as disturbances of the spiritual principle. 
Rituals are used to restore the pristine energy of this principle, by sacrificing to the gods. 
Normativity is sought through the individual’s quest for equilibrium, by means of sacri-
fices, trances, and divination practices to discover the follower’s destiny. Thus, same-sex 
attraction is commonly understood in terms of personal destiny, as underscored by sev-
eral participants in the documentary  Des dieux et des hommes  by Haitian filmmakers Anne 
Lescot and Laurence Magloire (2002).  82   

 The slave mode of production resulted in the separation of sexuality, conjugality, and 
family. Family dismemberment caused by the slave trade, which dragged individuals away 
from their families, lived on across the Atlantic. Slave masters provided little support for 
marriage and traditional family because they feared slaves would develop networks of sol-
idarity. Male slaves outnumbered female slaves, especially in the beginning. Nonetheless, 
the masters’ willingness to increase the number of Creole slaves shaped Afro-Caribbean 
and Afro-Brazilian sexuality in a definite way. A land tenure system composed of large 
plantations imposed mobility on rural male labor, which caused paternal absence lead-
ing to matrifocal family dynamics.  83   Urban poverty perpetuated the system, insofar as 
women continued to be the family cornerstone while the father relocated afar to work. 
Cohabitation without legal marriage, called  plasaj  in Haiti, especially in its polygynous 
form, has long been prevalent in the countryside: a man with some concubines ( fanm 
jaden —garden spouses) living on his land, consuming and selling what they collect—
he visiting them each in turn. In this system, the woman essentially assumes the role 
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of parent, and the man’s role is more or less reduced to being a provider. During the 
colonial period in Cuba, racism resulted in the marginalization of black women who 
had sex with a white man.  84   They had to raise their offspring alone. Similarly, matrifocal 
dynamics has certainly shaped Bahian society in a distinctive way, since Afro-Brazilian 
women still control small business and religion.  85   Matrifocal families coexist today with 
westernized nuclear families, promoted by the church or the state, but the traditional 
model, inherited from colonization and slavery, still has its imprint on families of African 
descent. I cannot further expand on this form of parenting. But awareness of its existence 
is indispensable for understanding the context in which religion regulates sexuality. In 
her reading of the cult to Erzulie Freda and Erzulie Dant ò , Elizabeth McAlister skillfully 
synthesizes the socioeconomic conditions of matrifocality with gender, sexuality, and 
Haitian Voodoo.  86   According to McAlister, Erzulie Freda, often called  Metr   è   s  (mistress), 
the mulatto goddess of love, evokes the Creole women of the past who fanned the pas-
sions of their white masters, and whose erotic experience was somewhat tainted by sexual 
servitude to the planter. Possession by Erzulie Freda is often accompanied by gestures 
of violence, which may be regarded as a historical reminder of these Creole women, 
well-dressed and perfumed, who served as prostitutes for the planters. Beautiful sexy 
mistresses, they never reached the level of sharing domestic life with the planter. These 
distant mistresses embodied frustration and revenge against the master.  87   Erzulie Freda 
symbolizes romantic escape from everyday life and harsh economic reality.  88   

 Erzulie Dant ò  represents fertility, the average poor, independent Haitian woman, 
the struggling mother protecting her offspring. To illustrate the importance of maternal 
bonding, McAlister mentions this prayer to Erzulie Dant ò :

  Erzulie, if your mother was dying, you would cry. 
 If your husband was dying, you would find another one. 
  Ezili, si maman’w mouri, w’ap kriye.  
  Si mari’w mouri, w’a jwenn yon l   ò   t, O.    

 Eroticism, love and seduction, fertility and motherhood are shared by the two Erzulies, 
a metaphor for a social reality where Haitian sexuality, eroticism, and conjugal life do 
not always blend in harmony. The strongest male figure in Voodoo, the warrior and 
blacksmith Ogou Feray identified with Sen Jak Maj è  (St. James the Greater), rides a rear-
ing horse, and holds a sword in his hand.  89   As a military figure, he is associated with the 
struggles for liberation from slavery and protection of the people. Ogou communicates 
to his followers the energy of anger to encourage them in their fight against all forms of 
injustice: “ Jou-en kol   è    enry   è    pasa f   è    mwen ” (the day I am angry, nothing will happen to 
me); includes police exactions or abuses by civil authorities.  90   

 In Cuba and Brazil, the  oricha s /orix   á  s embrace well-defined gender roles. Och ú n/
Oxum represents feminine beauty and charm, while Yemay á /Yemanj á  is the icon for 
motherhood. Chang ó /Xang ô  and Ogun/Ogum embody manhood and military power. 
From a liturgical point of view, however, it soon becomes apparent that male or female 
attributes do not always correspond to the expected anatomical sex. First, whatever 
their anatomical sex, all followers of Santer í a, Candombl é , and Voodoo are called wives 
( iyaw   ó   /iya   ô   and  ounsi ). During ceremonies, their minds are linked to their deities by 
means of mystical eroticism and sacred marriage—the highlight being expressed by the 
riding of the  loa s or  oricha s /orix   á  s, which symbolically penetrate inside the initiate, as in 
the act of copulation. Second, the follower, regardless of his own anatomical sex, wears 
the insignia of the spirit riding the person. The liturgy introduces the worshipper into 
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a world qualitatively different from the secular world, and for which a new gender con-
figuration is required. Concerning this gender twist in possession ceremonies, McAlister 
had this to say:

  Through possession, the body becomes a carnivalesque body, a body witnessing an 
ongoing subversion of identity, marital status, and binary gender codes. Trance imme-
diately implies “transsexuality” because the loas mount ounsis regardless of their gen-
der. Ridden by Ogun (warrior god), the frailest of girls brandishes a machete in the air 
for a sword, affecting a drunkard’s language, asking loud and clear for rum and flirting 
with the ladies present. Possessed by Erzulie Freda (equivalent of Aphrodite), the most 
masculine of men will apply makeup, remove his pants in favor of a dress, and with a 
hip swing, look languidly at the men, as he wanders among them in search of a kiss or 
caress.  91     

 In Cuba, the  iyaw   ó   will eagerly adopt feminine body language during an  asiento  by 
Och ú n or Yemay á , sometimes wearing women’s jewelry, but will not go as far as wearing 
a skirt.  92   The presence in Cuba of male-only secret societies like the Abaku á , or the per-
sistence of the rule of If á  prohibiting women the priesthood—both denying the presence 
among them of homosexuals—have possibly devaluated the feminine and inspired con-
tempt for gender ambiguity.  Palo Monte  also shows signs of homophobia in refusing to 
accept homosexuals in their ceremonies.  93   In contrast, in Bahian Candombl é , which has 
maintained regular contact with Africa, the social and religious role of women has gained 
more esteem than in Cuba, and the rule of If á  never settled down. As in Yorubaland, the 
follower will adopt the gender of the  orix   á   riding him in the liturgy. If an  orix   á   is female, 
the follower is clothed in dresses, and wears jewelry and perfume.  94   

 Transvestism and passive homosexuality in these three Afro-based religions may derive 
from a tradition that existed in Yoruba religion, especially in the Kingdom of Oyo.  95   For 
the African American anthropologist James Lorand Matory, cross-dressing priests in Oyo, 
ridden by Shango, should not be decoded in sexual language. In Yoruba culture, it must 
be understood as a symbol for submission to the gods, the word  yiaw   ó   (wife) referring 
first and foremost to a hierarchical deference to one’s husband.  96   For this author, gender 
reversal goes beyond cross-dressing, as priests in Oyo sometimes carry water jugs on their 
heads, become basket weavers, or operate a small bar—all tasks normally reserved for 
women.  97   If Matory admits that the mounting ceremony refers to penetration in a sym-
bolic way, possession in Yoruba culture is not understood as imitating homosexual body 
language, and does not mean sex between men.  98   For Matory, Yoruba gender grammar, 
which sometimes allows men to be known as wives to demonstrate their subordination 
to the king or a god, was used in the Afro-Brazilian  terreiro s in the northeast as a tem-
plate to include passive homosexuals,  bicha s or  ad   é  s, in the role of priests or  pais-de-santo  
(godfathers).  99   If the presence of the  ad   é   today is greater in Angola or Caboclo  terreiro s 
than in the Nag ô  or J é j é  ruled by  m   ã   es-de-santo  (godmothers), men— pais-de-santo  or 
 ad   é  s—used to be present in large numbers early in the twentieth century in Nag ô  and 
J é j é   terreiro s.  100   The  terreiro  can however be seen as a sacred site where, based on the lit-
urgy of possession, a new gender is created, opening the way for a variety of homoerotic 
experiences or feelings. It is a production site for nonheternormative sexuality that can 
range, in the context of globalization, from the self-asserted  bicha  or  ad   é   to the secretive 
active homosexual, and to the openly gay person.  101   

 The issue of African homosexuality is beyond the context of our discussion, but mani-
festations of denial should be noted in both the popular culture and intellectual or political 
elite circles. This attitude views homosexuality as a vice imported into Africa by European 
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settlers, which was totally alien to indigenous traditions.  102   The Brazilian historian and 
anthropologist Luiz Mott has found evidence about African slaves condemned by the 
Portuguese Inquisition for sodomy— o pecado nefando da sodomia .  103   During a visit by 
the Portuguese Inquisitor in 1591, in Salvador da Bahia, a black slave, named Francisco 
Manicongo, was condemned for being a witch dressed in women’s clothing, as well as 
other slaves, such as Mateus Lopes and later on Moleque.  104   The runaway slave, Esteban 
Montejo, reported that male slaves in Cuba, whose number exceeded that of women, 
lived in  barracone s, and had sex with one another. Some seem to have lived quite freely 
as a couple, some preparing meals for their “husbands” ( marido s).  105   Montejo notes the 
absence of social stigma by observing that the “ afeminado ” emerged after the abolition 
of slavery. The existence of homosexual relations in slave barracks cannot constitute con-
clusive evidence of male same-sex relations in their societies of origin. In ancient tales 
written by travelers and missionaries, two perceptions of the reality of men who have sex 
with men may be found. Some see it as a perversion brought by the settlers, as shown in 
the official report of the Portuguese inquisitor in charge of investigating the numerous 
acts of sodomy by the governor of Cape Verde in the seventeenth century, Crist ó v ã o 
Cabral.  106   Mott is probably right when he attributes the origin of the myth of the absence 
of homosexual relations in precolonial Africa to the colonial perspective of the primitive 
Negro endowed with such a bestial sexuality that he dares not go against what nature 
dictates—understood here as heterosexuality. Others, like the Capuchin friar Giovanni 
Antonio Cavazzi of Montecuccolo (1621–1678), who wrote a history of the Kingdom of 
Kongo and Angola, reported that transvestite sorcerers practiced sodomy.  107   

 Moreover, several studies show the existence of homosexual relations in some tra-
ditional African societies, especially among the Fon and the Hausa.  108   The case of the 
Hausa in northern Nigeria is particularly interesting because of the existence of a posses-
sion cult, called  bori , and because the Hausa are probably the originators of the eques-
trian symbolism of riding (mounting) in the Yoruba religion.  109   The  bori  cult is practiced 
by the Muslim Hausa and the Maguzawa, people of Northern Nigeria, over which the 
Hausa have historically exercised political and cultural domination. This pre-Islamic cult 
originated among the Maguzawa—a liturgy mainly focused on the possession of women 
and “men who talk like women” ( yan daudu )—the mares of the gods.  110   Several authors 
state that the  yan daudu  have sex with men, but a careful analysis of the role they play in 
Hausa society does not work in favor of an interpretation that would make their sexual 
preferences the main reason for their adhesion to this lifestyle.  111   Within the male domi-
nant Hausa culture, the  bori  cult provides for marginal expression of greater freedom 
for Maguzawa women. On the other hand, divorced Hausa women live together on the 
outskirts of the walled city ( birni ) with non-Muslim foreigners, under the guidance of an 
older woman ( maigijiya ), and earn their living by selling sexual services to men, follow-
ing an ancestral tradition of “courtisanerie” called  karuwanci .  112   The  yan daudu  live with 
prostitutes or courtesans, the  kurawai , in an environment where Islamic moral pressure 
is weaker. They often take on women’s jobs such as running small snack bars, but their 
main economic activity is to serve as go-betweens for the  kurawai  and their male clients. 
The  yan daudu  are perceived in the community as men, but their effeminate behavior and 
their reputation as men having sex with men make of them ideal go-betweens. Since they 
act like women, they do indeed interact with women without difficulty but at the same 
time, they bring to the margins of mainstream society male control over these women, 
without being perceived as rivals by men. Gender ambiguity and the fact that they live 
with women facilitate sexual contact between them and the men ( maza ) who do their 
business with other men ( masu harka ), that is to say, men who sexually prefer men.  113   
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 It remains difficult to determine with absolute certainty the origin of the presence of 
men who transgress gender dimorphism and claim a cultural space outside the moral code 
of the dominant society, whether Islamic, as in the case of the  yan daudu , or Christian, 
as in the case of the  masisi  of Haiti, the Cuban  afeminado , and the Brazilian  bicha . 
However, I certainly rule out a model of analysis of Afro-Caribbean and Afro-Brazilian 
cults like the one proposed by I. M. Lewis, who suggests that possession cults of African 
or other origin were created to attract victims of discrimination—women and other mar-
ginalized individuals—viewing them as mediums able to express their grievances about 
social structures validated by a dominant religious system.  114   People taken or driven by 
their desire to express sexual feelings that deviate from heterosexual norms or gender 
dimorphism may feel at home within these cultic groups. As tempting as it may seem, 
this interpretation cannot, at any rate, apply to African American possession cults, as their 
symbolic structure aims at making sense of everyday life for the whole society, and not 
just specifically for marginalized groups.  115   

 In all cases, either due to symbolic mounting, or due to the gender reversal required 
in the hierophany of female  oricha s ( orix   á  s), Och ú n/Oxum or Yemay á /Yemanj á , for 
example, women or effeminate homosexuals ( afeminado s,  ad   é  s,  masisi s) prove to be an 
ideal channel or medium.  116   Cameroonian sociologist Charles Gueboguo defines this 
type of homosexuality as “defined through gender.”  117   In this particular context, homo-
sexuals are not readily seeking to identify themselves as persons consciously attracted 
to the same sex, as opposed to heterosexuals, or as having a homosexual orientation. 
The symbolic structure of possession rituals and myths rather serves as an index of a 
social organization that developed in parallel, or in opposition to the dominant model 
of strict Christian monogamous and patriarchal values. Thus, several stories and dances 
do celebrate heterosexuality but certainly not in its Christian form. Ogou was ruined 
by his numerous mistresses.  118   Xang ô  had three wives, Yans ã , Oxum, and Oba. Oxum 
did not hesitate to repudiate Oba, his lawful wife, when he learned that, mad with jeal-
ousy, she consulted with Oxum to find out how she drew Xang ô  in bed so easily.  119   
The  oricha  of lightning and war, Chang ó  concentrates his strength in his genitals, and 
this flowing energy is expressed by movements lowering the arms raised to heaven and 
pointing them to his genitals.  120   The dances and songs in honor of the most popular 
 loa , Erzulie Freda, queen of feminine beauty and seduction, plainly imitate the sexual 
act itself, as is expressed in the song: “ Ezuli map dodoy   é   -zo .”  121   A song addressed to 
Kouzen Zaka shows this spirit of agriculture being blamed for losing his mind when 
he abandons a respectable woman to live with tramps “ ou vl   é    kit   é    fam d   é    bien pou al 
viv ak al vagabon Cousen Zaka ou enraj   é  .”  122   Here, even the  loa  seems incapable of liv-
ing up to higher ethical standards because he embraces the reality of Haitian peasant 
social structure, marked by  lakou , and for historical or economic reasons he may have, 
in addition to his  fanm kay  (housewife), a  fanm jaden . Rita Laura Segato wrote about 
irony in Candombl é , used as a tool to subvert the patriarchal model. In my opinion, this 
strategy can be extended to Santer í a and Voodoo without any problem. Like Kouzen 
Zaka or Ogou, Yemanj á , the great symbol of motherhood, also abandoned her children, 
who were brought up by Oxum, the childless goddess of fertility!  123   The cult of Pomba 
Gira, whose sexual appetite seems insatiable, symbolizes the search for sexual pleasure 
outside the reproductive monogamous model. Here, obviously it is the woman who 
controls male sexuality. Pomba Gira left her husband and killed her offspring.  124   Gender 
ambiguity also inoculated a healthy dose of irony and criticism into the dominant social 
model. This ambiguity is manifested by cross-dressing during the mounting ceremony 
but also by the androgyny of certain spirits. The  orix   á   Loguned é , son of Oxum and 
Oxossi, spends six months of the year as a hunter in the forest and lives six months in 
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the body of a beautiful river nymph.  125   La Siren, a  loa  of the sea and Agou é’ s wife, forms 
an androgynous pair with La Balen, an avatar of Olokun, a male  loa  of the ocean depths 
paired with Yemay á .  126   Lachate ñ er é  understands Chang ó , Obatal á , and Yemay á  as her-
maphrodite  oricha s because they appear in both forms, male and female. In fact, they are 
paired consorts who, on the one hand, express as a couple the fullness of the divine and 
who, on the other hand, may possess any follower of both genders by adapting to the 
follower’s gender. The  afeminado s can sometimes identify with a male such as Chang ó . 
Chased by Ogun, he disguised himself to escape from her by wearing his wife’s (Oya) 
clothes. Obatal á  has female avatars, Oshanl á  (Orishanla) and Obanl á .  127   Gu é d é  Nibo, 
son of Baron Samdi and Maman Brigit Samdi, is perhaps hermaphrodite  128   and takes 
pleasure in anal penetration.  129   These phallic spirits are especially fond of  la betiz  (coarse 
language of a sexual nature) and, during ceremonies, simulate intercourse, homosexual 
or heterosexual, often with a  zozo  (penis) made of wood. Gender subversion and plastic-
ity do not appear to be directly related to the believer’s sexual preference; at most, they 
allow in a protected cultic environment for greater tolerance vis- à -vis this behavior where 
gender is not compatible with anatomical sex. 

 The sacred metamorphosis of gender found in Voodoo and Yoruba-inspired cults 
provided an opportunity for people with same-sex attraction to express themselves, and 
even rule over houses of worship. However, the only identity model available remains 
confined to the passive and effeminate homosexual male. Such a display of tolerance for 
sexual ambiguity does not translate into general social acceptance of homosexuality. Ketu 
 terreiro s remain on the whole less open-minded about allowing visibility to gay follow-
ers, afraid of losing adepts. Luis Felipe Rios comes to that conclusion after observing 
 veado s ( viado s  130  ) taking over the streets of Rio de Janeiro, during the festival dedicated 
to Yemanj á  on February 2.  131   

 Brazil probably has a more liberal approach to homosexuality than Cuba or Haiti. 
Emperor Dom Pedro I sanctioned the Penal Code in 1830, which decriminalized homo-
sexual acts. In reality, several other provisions in this legislation relating to public decency 
and vagrancy allowed the arrest of men having sex with men.  132   The medicalization of 
homosexuality, which first appeared in Europe, soon made its appearance in Brazil, dur-
ing the last quarter of the nineteenth century. The thesis presented at the University of 
Rio, in 1872, by the physician Francisco Ferraz de Macedo is a striking example of this 
new trend. The jurist, Francisco Jos é  Viveiros de Castro, and the physician, Jos é  Ricardo 
Pires de Almeida, took up the medical approach. Sometimes adopting the etiological 
model of congenital sexual inversion, or at times emphasizing the social causes of male 
prostitution, their descriptions pinpoint the proliferation of homosexual encounters in 
Rio, either in brothels, boarding houses, or in public places—Pra ç a Tiradentes or the 
Theatro S ã o Pedro de Alac â ntara.  133   Pra ç a Tiradentes was a popular park well frequented 
with what Viveiros de Castro named  fresco s—effeminate dandies seeking sexual partners 
or prostitutes. Afro-Brazilian journalist and essayist Jo ã o Rio (Jo ã o Paulo Crist ó v ã o dos 
Santos Coelho Emilio Barreto, died in 1921) cleverly described the world of these night-
walkers.  134   It also became an easy target for mockery in the satirical magazine  O Malho  
( The Sledgehammer ). In its series of  Contos Rapidos , the  Rio Nu  journal published in 
1914 a homoerotic tale,  O Menino do Gouveia  ( Gouveia’s Boy ), the story of the young 
Bembem meeting Gouveia, an older man—a  fanchono —who initiated him to sex in the 
Largo do Rossio.  135   Bembem was portrayed as a passive homosexual, as suggested by the 
author’s description of the boy experiencing orgasm without erection, when Gouveia 
fondled his breasts. Afro-Brazilian novelist Adolfo Caminha published  Bom Crioulo  in 
1895, in which a runaway slave, Amaro, enlisted in the navy and became acquainted with 
a young apprentice, Aleixo, with blue eyes. Amaro is described as a handsome, muscular 
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 fanchono , whose passion for Aleixo leads him to murder. The two have sex at sea, but 
things eventually go wrong in their love nest in Rua da Misecordia. Aleixo falls in love 
with their landlady, Carolina, causing Amaro’s raging jealousy, which ultimately drags 
him to kill his young lover. In the 1930s, influenced by Doctor Leonido Ribeiro’s work, 
which attributed homosexuality to hormonal causes, Brazilian society considered homo-
sexuals as perverts and criminals. They either had to be imprisoned, or treated in mental 
health institutions.  136   Despite the social stigma, an entire subculture continued to grow 
around Pra ç a Tiradentes, but also settled in Copacabana where some gay bars opened 
in the 1950s.  137   Rio de Janeiro’s carnival has become an opportunity for  bicha s to come 
out, in balls and parades, extravagantly dressed as women. 

 In November 1995, Bill N. 1151 on the recognition of civil unions between same-sex 
partners was submitted to the Federal Chamber of Deputies of Brazil, but it has never 
been adopted. However, various legislative measures to protect the rights of homosexuals 
against discrimination and homophobia were adopted by state authorities (Bahia, Federal 
District, Minas Gerais, Para í ba, Rio de Janeiro, Rio Grande do Sul, Santa Catarina, and 
S ã o Paulo).  138   In May 2004, the Brazilian government, in collaboration with the Brazilian 
gay movement, launched a program to fight against homophobia, implemented by the 
National Council against Discrimination,  Programa Brasil Sem Homofobia . However, 
this relatively high-leveled legal protection does not always prevent actual discrimina-
tion against homosexuals, and some observers, including Amnesty International, or the 
 Grupo Gay da Bahia , condemn the violence against gays. More than 100 homicides in 
2007 and 190 in 2008 were committed against homosexuals.  139   President Luiz In á cio 
Lula da Silva launched the First National Conference of GLBT (gay, bisexual, lesbian, 
and transgendered) by presidential decree, and promised at the opening in June 2008 
that he would criminalize homophobia. He lashed out directly at the Catholic discourse 
on homosexuality. In May 2011, Dom Maur í cio Jos é  Ara ú jo de Andrade, primate of 
the Episcopal Anglican Church of Brazil, supported the recent decision by the Brazilian 
Federal Supreme Court to approve same-sex civil unions.  140   However, the court’s judg-
ment was strongly criticized by Robinson Cavalcanti, bishop of the Anglican diocese of 
Recife, which severed from the Episcopal Anglican communion on the issue of same-sex 
relationships and became affiliated with the Anglican Church of the Southern Cone. The 
Catholic Church also protested against the judgment, but the greatest opposition will 
probably come from Pentecostal Churches, such as the Assemblies of God ( Assembleias de 
Deus ) and the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God (UCKG, from  Igreja Universal 
do Reino de Deus ), known for their antigay preachings. 

 In Cuba, repression of homosexual acts dates back to colonial times during which 
offenders were referred to the Spanish Inquisition. Slaves sometimes used denunciation 
of the  pecando nefando  to buy their freedom.  141   In the seventeenth century, a capit á n 
general burned some 20 effeminate men, but more often the men accused of this vice 
were exiled to a small island in the Bay of Havana, known as Cayo Puto (masculine form 
of whore).  142   The struggle for independence, marked by the Ten Years’ War (1868–
1878) and the War of Independence (1895–1898), shaped the character and national 
identity, including the social perception of masculinity. Making war is manly business, 
meant for genuine, virile heterosexual men, and not for effeminate men— maricone s.  143   
There are exceptions to the rule. Capit á n Manuel Rodr í guez, nicknamed la  brujita  (little 
witch) in Espiritu Santo, was known as a crazy and effeminate character, who could also 
turn into a fierce lion on the revolutionary battlefield.  144   The general ambience of the 
time is given by poet and national hero Jos é  Mart í , especially in his reply to an article 
in the March 6, 1889, Philadelphia newspaper  The Manufacturer , in which Republican 
politicians questioned the relevance of Cuba’s annexation to the United States, given 
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the lack of courage and manliness of Cubans. Mart í’ s answer ascribed to Spanish rule a 
certain degree of feminization of men in Cuban cities.  145   Nation and heroic masculinity 
create a distinctive combination, which must not tolerate any kind of gender ambiguity 
and deviation from heterosexual normativity. While defending the merits of revolution-
ary men, the poet remains on the defensive. He is aware, for sure, of an existing group 
of  maricone s with its own venues and code of conduct. Historian Abel Sierra Madero 
described this Havana subculture populated by strange creatures: “Women from the belt 
up, men from the waist down; but neither men nor women from head to feet.”  146   Cuban 
medicine, influenced by its European counterpart, also contributed to the stereotyping 
of the  afeminado , especially with the work of physician Benjamin C é spedes, published 
in 1889 under the title  La prostituci   ó   n en La Habana .  147   The book alludes to a board-
ing house lodging Spanish foreign workers— los dependientes —where they indulged in 
homosexual acts.  148   It is probable that the good doctor was a proud nationalist who 
was trying to suggest that homosexuality came from abroad and was not indigenous to 
the island, but his testimony cannot be set aside on behalf of a mere rhetorical device. 
Moreover, Pedro Giralt y Aleman’s reply confirmed the presence of homosexual encoun-
ters in Havana, at the turn of the twentieth century. Giralt also denounced the hypocrisy 
present in C é spedes’s views by showing that the  maricone s’ customers were from the 
Creole bourgeoisie of the island!  149   Early-twentieth-century Cuban literature did not 
hesitate to address homosexual themes, often heavily influenced by medicine. This is 
especially true of Alfonso Hern á ndez Cat á’ s novel  El    Á   ngel de Sodoma , published in 
1928. The novel tells the tragic story of Jos é  Mar í a, struggling with his homosexual 
desires, hoping to defeat them by being exceedingly macho. When he finally decides to 
follow his feelings, he leaves his small town to lead a new life in Paris. There, he receives 
a letter from his family, informing him of his Brother Jaime’s death, who also had left 
home for a better future. He feels immediately and inescapably caught up by his past, and 
tragically takes his own life under the wheels of a subway train before ever having his first 
homosexual experience.  150   In the first half of the twentieth century, despite social stigma 
and the marginalization of  maricone s, partly because of a law on public decency in 1938, 
which banned all homoerotic expression in public,  151   a homosexual underground, often 
linked to prostitution, certainly existed. It even made of Cuba a Mecca for gay tourism 
during President Fulgencio Batista’s era.  152   

 The postrevolutionary period was marked by a nationalist and Marxist discourse that 
sought to eliminate society of all forms of social deviance. Homosexuals were seen as 
the product of capitalism, or agents of imperialism. In the 1960s and 1970s, the state 
engaged in a real hunt for homosexuals, and many sought exile to avoid internment in 
reeducation camps, located in the region of Camaguey—the  Unidades Militares Ayuda a 
la Producci   ó   n .  153   The witch hunt was based on profiling ( para-m   é   traje ), and chucked out 
anything that deviated from the communist social model.  154   Many intellectuals and art-
ists whose homosexuality was known lost their jobs in education and culture. They were 
sometimes imprisoned, such as writer Rainaldo Arenas, author of the autobiographical 
novel  Antes que anochezca  (Before Night Falls), written during his incarceration from 
1974 to 1976. Other notable authors, such as Virgilio Pi ñ era and Jos é  Lezama Lima, 
were also persecuted and imprisoned. What seemed to hurt the government further was 
not homosexuality as such but the claims made for homosexuality as a locus for dissent 
and freedom. This seems even more apparent in  Paradiso  by Lezama Lima, published 
in 1966. Here, homosexuality and poetry symbolize freedom, while socialist revolution-
ary values are totally absent.  155   Any literary work with a homosexual theme was sub-
ject to state censorship, especially after 1971, at the First National Congress of Culture 
and Education. It enacted the pathological nature of homosexuality and the consequent 
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refusal to provide financial assistance for homosexual artists, so they would not be in a 
position to represent Cuban values for the Cuban public, on the island or overseas. 

 Several factors help explain a greater openness of the Castro regime from the 1980s: 
economic difficulties leading to further development of international tourism, the need 
to fight effectively against HIV, given the failure of quarantine policies and reports from 
abroad of human rights violations, reports coming from exiled gays primarily. From the 
1980s, police repression in public places visited by homosexuals became infrequent, sign 
of a new government position.  156   In 1979, the Cuban government decriminalized same-
sex acts by consenting persons, aged 16 and over. In 1988, it revoked the penal provi-
sions relating to public displays of homosexuality. Released in 1993 in Cuba, the popular 
film  Fresa y chocolate  by Cuban director Tom á s Guiterrez Alea became a landmark in this 
new policy of openness. Free from any frontal attack on the Castro regime and its abuses 
vis- à -vis homosexuals, the film portrays Diego, an open homosexual who loves his island. 
He enters into conversation with young David, a hard-nosed member of the Communist 
Youths, who is startled by Diego’s effeminate manners. Diego introduces David to a 
whole body of Island literature banned by censorship, which leads the young man to 
adopt a more critical perspective, and eventually leave Cuba, during the exodus of 1980. 
During that year, 125,000 Cubans left for Florida from the port of Mariel. Economic dif-
ficulties of the day had brought 10,000 islanders to take refuge at the Embassy of Peru, 
and the government adopted the policy of letting those homosexuals who wanted to 
leave to do so. Writer Reinaldo Arenas left the Island, along with many other homosexu-
als. Nowadays, homosexuals meet in bars, cafes, and restaurants without necessarily the 
risk of being harassed or arrested by police.  157   The  Centro Nacional d’Educaci   ó   n Sexual  
(CENESEX), headed by Fidel’s niece Mariela Castro Esp í n, daughter of President Ra ú l 
Castro, includes sexual diversity in its program on national sex education.  158   CENESEX 
demands constitutional changes to establish legal protection against discrimination based 
on sexual orientation.  159   Since 2008, it organizes, with state support, the World Day 
against Homophobia, held annually on May 17. A bill recognizing same-sex marriage 
is under review at the National Assembly since 2007. In 2008, the Catholic archbishop 
of Havana Cardinal Jaime Ortega Alamino denounced the government’s intention to 
recognize same-sex unions and its liberal approach to sex education.  160    

  To my knowledge, no systematic research on homosexuality in Haiti has ever been 
done. Besides the documentary film by Lescot and Magloire,  Des dieux et des hommes , 
the only available and reliable source remains a study conducted by the  Panos Caribbean 
Institute , with headquarters in Port-au-Prince.  161   Panos’ work demonstrates that there 
are many ways in Haiti for homosexuality to exist. As elsewhere, married men occa-
sionally have sex with men, including prostitutes. They do not identify as homosexual, 
unlike the  masisi  or the effeminate homosexual. The  masisi  does not conceal his sexual 
preferences, and often plays a social role traditionally assigned to women, such as vendor 
in the markets controlled by women. Many youths engage in prostitution with men for 
economic reasons, with both native islanders and tourists. Some theories attributed the 
spread of AIDS in the USA to gay tourism, flourishing in Haiti in the 70s and 80s.  162     

 Lescot’s film well illustrated the social stigma suffered by the  masisi . Nicknames are 
often attached to them that speak volumes about the rejection they experience:  makom   è   , 
de sis cole, bouzen, lougawou, lapli sou kay .  163   A  Rara  song evokes in  la betiz  (coarse lan-
guage) the paradox of homophobia in Haitian society, in which rejection and recogni-
tion of sexual pleasures of men having sex with men is combined: “ Chawonj! Masisi pi 
dous  [Rubbish! Masisi is softer] /  Chawonj! Masisi pi dous .”  164   Popular opinion often 
attributes homosexuality, especially in the  masisi ’s case, to the workings of a  loa , mainly 
Erzulie Dant ò , who chooses for herself a young male boy for a mystical marriage.  165   
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In Voodoo, supernatural fate imposes a form of passive acceptance of homosexuality, 
despite the presence of homophobia in society. Christians, especially Evangelicals, work 
hard at dislodging popular beliefs. Gregory Toussiant, a Haitian American pastor of the 
Tabernacle of Glory Church based in Miami, travels regularly to Haiti to exorcise the 
spirit of Erzulie Dant ò , whom he declares to be the cause for debauchery and fornication 
on the island! Despite pervasive homophobia, in 2008, a group of young HIV-positive 
homosexuals marched and demonstrated in the streets of St. Marc, located one hundred 
kilometers from the capital. They all wore t-shirts on which was inscribed “ mwem se 
masisi ” (I’m gay). However, the January 2010 earthquake has had a significant impact 
on the  masisi s of Port-au-Prince. Many of them have been victims of sexual abuse or rape 
in the camps for displaced persons, and many have suffered verbal abuse or have been 
denied food for being homosexual.  Masisi s have also been blamed for incurring the wrath 
of God and causing the earthquake because of their sins.  166    

  Conclusion 
 I wanted to include this chapter because currently most African governments adopt open 
homophobic policies and support repressive laws in respect of homosexuality. Most of 
the time their leaders justify their methods of operation by the fact that homosexuality 
is an evil imported by colonization, without any roots in African traditions. While not 
entirely African, Afro-based religions in Cuba, Haiti, and Brazil draw their ancient ori-
gins from Africa. The study of these religious systems demonstrates that sexual relations 
between persons of the same sex are symbolically legitimated in the liturgy of possession. 
The worship place becomes a venue for the expression of sexual variance through dance 
and dress codes. Although the gender fluidity expressed in some rituals and in the rare 
myths allows a certain reception of same-sex attraction in the community, it also tends 
to reinforce sexual stereotyping, which incites social stigma. The tension may well be felt 
by gay rights supporters in the countries concerned, a topic to be discussed in the final 
conclusion.  
   



     General Conclusion   

   I hope the word “diversity” will remain in the minds of the readers; diversity, not only 
in sexual fantasies and practices but first and foremost in the different ways cultural and 
religious systems picture sexuality and gender. The multiplicity of codes offers a rich 
mosaic that is part of the living heritage of humanity. It should help us understand how 
societies have shaped human sexuality through the ages and across space, but also allow 
us to put in context the position of each tradition in relation to the other. Unfortunately, 
many historical events have caused religion to be associated with intolerance as far as 
homosexuality is concerned. However, homosexuality concerns human behavior after all 
and has nothing to do with the nature of the divine, so why dig one’s heels in absolute 
viewpoints. Why not try to understand instead of condemning and why not borrow from 
the valuable lessons of others? 

 We are in an era of globalization, which often appears as one dimensional, that is to 
say, the same model tends to impose itself everywhere. However, a closer look at what 
is truly happening in some emerging economies (China and India, for example) shows 
new structures being superimposed on old ones without necessarily destroying them and 
new social economic models emerge with local flavor. Global circulation of information 
through television, music, movies but also increasingly in the Internet has profoundly 
changed people’s attitudes toward sexuality everywhere in the world. Through globaliza-
tion, greater permissiveness and hedonism are promoted. Who would have predicted not 
long ago that countries, with traditionally macho cultural values like Uruguay, Brazil, 
and Argentina, would finally recognize same-sex marriage? Without any doubt, legal 
recognition of civil unions, or even in some cases of same-sex marriages, as in Canada and 
various European countries, as well as the protection of the rights of homosexuals against 
discrimination in these countries have had a ripple effect on other societies. Nothing, 
however, suggests that the Western model of sexual orientation based on the sex of the 
individual’s sexual desire will prevail throughout the world. Other forms of homosexual 
experience, which do not necessarily seek to identify the sexual actor with his homosexual 
impulses, will continue to exist, as the  panthi  of India, or all those men who have sex with 
male prostitutes, for example, the  kathoey  in Thailand, the  masisi  in Haiti, or the  bicha  
in Brazil. Many men will continue to relate to a model that blends homosexuality with 
gender identity and assign them to a “third sex,” such as the  hijra , the  masisi ,  bicha , or 
 kathoey . The Western reductionist model could modify this rich diversity of nonhetero-
sexual experiences or what might be called queer sexuality, that is, any form of sexuality 
or gender that is resistant to normative patterns. Thus, a queer theory of Indian sexual-
ity would still leave room for traditional notions such as  hijra  or  tritiya prakriti , which 
encompasses concepts related to transsexuality, bisexuality, homosexuality, hermaphro-
ditism, or transgender. Several sexual experiences described in the previous chapters shat-
ter the dimorphic and the hetero/homo binomial concepts to which, at least in the West, 
sexuality and gender are usually confined. The study of different religious traditions 
invites us to go beyond these borders and cross into unfamiliar territory. 
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 The sacred space tends to exclude sexuality often considered as an obstacle to spiritual 
self-achievement. This trend occurs primarily in world-renouncing religions to facilitate 
union with the divine or enlightenment, which will eventually end suffering and the cycle 
of rebirths. In this context, sexual abstinence becomes the emblem for the individual’s 
quest for spiritual perfection. This approach to spirituality strongly marked  Theravada  
Buddhism and Christianity, especially in its Roman Catholic form, for whom religious 
or monastic life signals a higher level of spiritual perfection. Other religious systems have 
found a way not to eliminate but to relax the tension between sex impulses and the ideal 
of perfection. Hinduism has devised its view of the four stages of life, thus leaving some 
time for a person to experience sexuality. The Protestant Reformation opposed monastic 
asceticism. It valued     marriage and offered a new approach to Christian perfection, which 
consisted in obeying God’s commands in everyday, ordinary life and ignoring the exact-
ing demands of celibacy.  1    Mahayana  Buddhism also offers a model of perfection acces-
sible to laymen with a much less ascetic view of sexuality. 

 Islam does not rate sexuality among the barriers to spiritual life and even includes it 
in its vision of the afterlife. Judaism conceives of sexuality within the covenant with God, 
ensuring the survival of God’s people. Human love is used as a metaphor for the cov-
enant. However, the love of God toward his people is described as a jealous passion that 
excludes any other form of worship. This probably explains the ferocity with which the 
prophets attacked cultic expressions of neighboring peoples who deified various expres-
sions of sensuality, including same-sex practices. In fact, both Orthodox Judaism and 
Islam severely condemn homosexual anal penetration, because according to them, it 
undermines masculinity. A suspected violation of gender boundaries certainly seems to 
be the source of all their concern because it leaves an area where the relationship between 
gender and anatomical sex gets blurred. Homosexuality somehow clouds the issue of 
strict gender boundaries in a society where the segregation of men and women is essen-
tial. Gender segregation might explain why gay Iranians willingly agree to a solution as 
drastic as reconstructive surgery. In such a society, you are either man or woman, there 
is no in-between, and a sex change opens the door to having sex with a partner without 
the danger of persecution by the state. In Orthodox Judaism, the only valid expression 
of sexuality remains marriage between a man and a woman, a rigid approach that leaves 
homosexuals in the Orthodox Jewish communities, especially among the Hasidim, to 
suffering and abandonment. In societies or cultures marked by strict gender codes, the 
other side of the coin is that homosocialization often favors open homoerotic expres-
sions. I found this situation to be present in the Jewish world, especially among the 
Sephardim of Andalusia or the Hasidim of Eastern Europe, but still more in the Muslim 
world. Paradoxically, social segregation of the sexes in Islamic environment, especially in 
Persia and during the Ottoman Empire, opened the door to gender ambiguity in ephe-
bophilia, where androgyny becomes the canon of beauty. This passion for the beauty 
of young male bodies has found its spiritual expression in gazing at the beauty of a 
young, beardless Adonis transformed into a spiritual technique that is deemed capable of 
elevating the soul to God. Usually, when they came in contact with Western civilization 
and were colonized, these cultures attempted to establish a new canon of beauty, the 
feminine, and tried to get rid of more ambiguous expressions of gender by establishing a 
binary model of gender and marginalizing any behavior that clashed with it, which came 
to be known as perversion.  2   

 The love of boys in the Arab-Persian Muslim culture is not the only example of the 
intervention of homosexual desires and practices in the sacred space through gender 
ambiguity. In India, where the sacred is everywhere, we must never lose sight of the fact 
that the  Kama Sutra  figures as a holy book, which has nothing to do with titillating 
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pornography. However, its mapping of sexuality and gender crosses the boundaries of 
the typical male and female pair engaged in heterosexual intercourse. Gender fluidity 
often found in Hindu mythology was also transposed in the expression of certain devo-
tees, such as Ramakrishna or with some Krishna sects. The concept of a third sex or gen-
der confirms sexual ambiguity or nonconformity and legitimates public demonstration of 
sexual variance, especially during religious festivals. 

 Without developing a theory of the third sex, Afro-Caribbean and Afro-Brazilian 
religions create a sacred space where sexual difference can be expressed freely in dance 
and music through the event of “mounting” by the spirits and the mystical union of 
the believer with his guardian angel spirit. As in the case of Hinduism, these religious 
experiences should not be referenced as ritualized homosexuality, such as practiced, for 
example, by the Sambias of Papua-New Guinea or other peoples of Melanesia.  3   Both 
in Haiti and Cuba or Brazil, homosexual relations, like heterosexual relations, are not 
part of any religious rite. However, the symbolism of possession and spiritual marriage 
in Santer í a, Candombl é , and Voodoo is perfectly permeable to gender transgression in 
the worship space. The syncretic character of these religions is again operating in their 
capacity to include men who have sex with men and who would otherwise be socially 
rejected. Not all Brazilian men have access to the westernized global gay community, but 
it is possible for those who cannot to celebrate their difference openly in their temples 
or even on the streets.  4   

 It should be clear by now that religious systems do not treat every same-sex experi-
ence in the same way. Hinduism and Afro-Caribbean and Afro-Brazilian religions, in 
their own way, embed same-sex relations in their religious world and the men who prac-
tice it are given some sort of legitimacy, one that civil society often continues to deny. 
Many Christian churches in North America and Europe, as well as some Liberal and 
Conservative Jewish groups, have developed a new hermeneutics of homosexuality, after 
acknowledging the acceptance of civil rights for homosexuals. In some cases, this new 
vision goes beyond mere acceptance and extends to homosexual unions and celebration 
of same-sex marriages. The Catholic Church objects to it and continues to define homo-
sexuality as a disorder of nature. The compassion it would sometimes like to express 
toward homosexuals does not seem to be imbued with genuine sincerity. Besides, its 
alleged sincerity is seriously challenged by the determination of ecclesiastical authorities 
to hide or ignore sex scandals involving members of its clergy. Some Muslims also believe 
that an inclusive hermeneutics of homosexuality is possible, but this remains to be done.  5   
The majority of Muslim jurists acknowledge that the Qur’an does not explicitly provide 
punishment for sodomy, and that the hadiths that do provide for it do not seem genuine. 
Though many traditionists adhere to the same hadith, unfortunately, they do not dare to 
use reflection ( ijtihad ), a source of law recognized by the discipline of legal interpretation, 
to explore new avenues. A younger generation of specialists in Islamic studies does come 
out and propose new avenues of interpretation. Islamologist Scott Sirajul Haq Kugle, an 
American convert and openly gay, suggests as research hypothesis that the sayings of the 
Prophet’s Companions on sexual acts between men do not belong to the Sunna of the 
Prophet. The cultural context often pressured jurists to include sodomy in the Sharia, a 
culture that considered women and homosexuals to be inferior to the straight man.  6   New 
Western perceptions of homosexuality and gay rights owe their success, in part, to the 
feminist struggle against gender inequalities and stereotypes affecting gender. One will 
probably not happen without the other in the Muslim world and among Orthodox Jews. 
The feminist Islamic scholar Kecia Ali thinks the fear of marriage between persons of the 
same sex is related to the fact that it calls into question all existing contractual structure 
in the current Muslim marriage, which defines the rights in accordance with the sex of 



Male Homosexualities and World Religions180

the spouses, leaving to the husband control over the union and the exclusive power to 
unilateral repudiation of the wife.  7   

 Finally, we must look ahead to the future bearing in mind that both religious and 
civil debates about homosexuality are not over, even in Europe or America, where equal-
ity rights are better protected. Reflection must continue on an open and undogmatic 
basis, on both sides. Societies are increasingly becoming ethnically and culturally diverse. 
Managing diversity and freedom is not easy. There is an urgent need for all religious sys-
tems, to distinguish what is rooted in the culture from the core teachings of religion. The 
recent debate in France over the books and statements made by the well-known Islamic 
scholar Tariq Ramadan offers a compelling example of the difficulty of discussing these 
issues. He advocates “living together” in a space where European Islam can grow and 
access modernity through  ijtihad  without abandoning its fundamental principles. His 
identity claims seem outrageous to secular Republicans. His vision of things, generous at 
times, also suffers from ambiguity. Thus, confronted with the issue of homosexuality, he 
declares his steadfast adherence to Islam and endorses the traditional condemnation of 
homosexuality while expressing respect for homosexuals. His position is reminiscent of 
the Catholic Church’s position: no judgment about the person but no endorsement of 
the act.  8   He opposes sanctions against homosexuals and rejects any form of homophobia. 
How can one say “I accept you as a person, but I reject that which is your innermost 
self?” The problem may be that Tariq Ramadan has not strictly applied his methodology 
to the issue of homosexuality because real critical thinking in this regard is clearly miss-
ing. Homophobia varies from one tradition to another and may vary according to time 
periods within any particular religious system. Making use of Gale Rubin’s “ideologi-
cal formations,” such as “sex negativity,” “hierarchical valuation of sex acts,” “domino 
theory of sexual peril,” and “benign sexual variation” may provide a clearer explanation 
of the degree of homophobia present in a given cultural context.  9   For instance, “sex 
negativity” is more present in the history of Christianity and its theology. Certainly more 
than in Islam, Judaism, and Hinduism, for instance, where celibacy is not valued at all 
or restricted to certain stages of life. The concept of “benign sexual variation” certainly 
lends itself to Hindu and Buddhist religious life. This is manifest in the phenomenon 
of  dosti  or friendships between young unmarried Hindu males, which is considered as 
an excusable sexual outlet before marriage. Moreover, procreation is certainly a priority 
once the person enters into the second stage of life but it does not govern sexual practices 
between partners. Buddhism is little concerned about procreation and nonprocreative 
sexual acts. What directs personal sexual conduct has nothing to do with a purported 
“naturalness” of sexual acts; the real measure to evaluate the morality of any type of 
sexual conduct resides in how it prevents one from extinguishing pleasure or commit-
ting actions that are detrimental to others, because they break harmony in the family or 
society, or because they are nonconsensual (rape, violence). Homosexual acts may be 
judged in this context “benign variations,” compared to adultery and violent sexual acts. 
I would certainly argue, with nuance, that a culture with a high degree of “sex negativ-
ity,” combined with a “hierarchical valuation of sex acts” that legitimates sex for procre-
ation only, tends to be more homophobic than others, especially those that make room 
for the concept of “benign sexual variation.” The most visible marker of homophobia 
emerges within the context of “domino theory of sexual peril.” According to Rubin, 
this theory implies that there is bad and good sex entrusted with social respectability. 
Bad sexuality, such as prostitution, homosexuality, or masturbation, creates social chaos 
because it threatens the entire society. If the state fails to respond and lets it happen, 
youth, family, and the nation will be destroyed. This kind of thinking has emerged mainly 
in the West, following the industrial revolution and urbanization. Few examples can be 
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traced back before this period. Among them, ancient Judaism should be mentioned, 
with its ban on male cultic prostitution or passive anal homosexual relations understood 
as imported practices threatening Israel’s covenant with God. In seventeenth-century 
China, the Qing code sought to protect Confucian family values by criminalizing sexual 
acts between men. Peter Damian’s  Liber Gomorrhianus  may be related to the domino 
theory as it claimed that the vice of sodomy among unworthy priests was the ruin of the 
people. In many non-Western traditions, the domino effect becomes perceptible in the 
context of colonialism or international trading posts seeking to impose Western values. 
A new social respectability had to be traced along new acceptable sexual norms, as in the 
case of Thailand and Japan of during the Meiji Restoration. Stricter rules concerning 
nudity in public, gender differentiation, and homosexual practices were then adopted. 
A similar pattern is observable in the case of India during the colonial period for which 
Ruth Vanita and Saleem Kidwai detailed evidence, drawn from legal and medical dis-
courses mimicking the social perils of homosexuality contemplated in English Victorian 
society.  10   However, the colonizer is not solely responsible for the domino theory of 
sexual peril, which amplified homophobia by the marginalization of androgynous gender 
traditions such as  tritiya pakriti . According to Ashis Nandy’s analysis,  klibatva  (gender 
nonconformity or feminity-in-masculinity) became the “intimate enemy” as it threatened 
from within the Indian national perfection, a defect that would prevent it from becoming 
a nation as strong and virile as the colonizer and capable of becoming independent one 
day.  11   Hypermasculinity rhymes with the word “nationalism” and it is still present today 
in the Hindutva movement. Similar voluntary erasures of gender ambiguity can also be 
found within the Arab-Muslim world during the colonial and postcolonial periods. Many 
authors, Jurji Zaydan (1861–1914), Taha Husayn (1889–1973), Abdl al-Latif Shararah, 
Salamah Musa (1887–1958), and many others, saw in past sexual deviance, especially the 
love of boys during the Abbasid period and masturbation, an inbuilt threat endangering 
the construction of modern Arab nations.  12   The views expressed by neotraditionalists, 
such as the one exposed by Al-Qaradawi, can be explained by the domino effect in the 
context of postcolonialism. 

 Religions cannot ignore the new global context and are, therefore, forced to react. 
Some religious actors keep repeating the same denunciatory discourse while others seem 
more willing to welcome homosexual persons in their congregations. The Anglican 
Church, the Lutheran churches, as well as other Reformed churches (including the 
United Church of Canada) showed that a change of attitude vis- à -vis homosexuality is 
possible through honest and open debate. It can only be achieved by delegating to local 
communities the responsibility to adhere to a new perspective without imposing on them 
a policy in an authoritarian manner. Dialogue has sometimes led to disagreements and 
repositioning within these churches. Can such a climate of dialogue be sustained for long 
inside a church or are schisms inevitable? The archbishop of Canterbury offers a more 
pluralistic approach to the exercise of authority in the Anglican Communion that is more 
akin to decision-making in state federations.  13   Liberal Jews and even Conservatives have 
followed a similar path. Both Jewish and Christian liberal reformers were able to find 
within their own tradition the foundation needed to accommodate homosexuality posi-
tively without placing themselves in a state of complete rupture with their core beliefs. 
It remains to be done for many other traditions. Yet in many of them, stepping stones 
to greater openness vis- à -vis homosexuality are already in place. Consider for a moment 
the “third gender” of Hinduism and Afro-Caribbean and Afro-Brazilian religions: both 
favor gender ambiguity allowing homosexuals some kind of coming out within the com-
munity through designated religious roles. The same basis for openness may be found in 
the homoeroticism present in the Islamic tradition and Zen Buddhism. In the first case, 
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if love for Allah may be expressed in the masculine, why would homoeroticism suddenly 
be suspect when it becomes flesh? In the second case, if ultimate reality is beyond all 
mental categories, including those of moral conduct, why then severely judge homo-
sexual conduct? 

 No month goes by without the media reporting significant legislative changes regard-
ing the rights of homosexuals worldwide. As rejoicing as it may be, we must at the same 
time be aware that legal solutions have their limits. Indeed, the mandatory character of 
the law sometimes leads the conservative elements of society to a hardening of their posi-
tions and to ghettoization behind the banner of the tradition. Protection of human rights 
and the right to equality become a threat. This phenomenon is observed in the Orthodox 
Jewish community and among Salafi fundamentalists. In addition, legal battles fought 
by different organizations to defend the rights of gays and lesbians have sometimes left 
a legacy, especially in the West, about gay marriage, a conformist view of homosexuality. 
Homosexual couples aspire to the same goods in marriage as heterosexual couples, and 
thus to the same rights. Adoption of children has necessarily become a corollary of this 
argument. The discourse on equality insists more often on uniformity or similarity rather 
than difference. The natural tendency of this type of discourse carries with it the danger 
of excluding those who do not conform to the monogamous model of marriage, whether 
heterosexual or homosexual.  14   While recognizing marriage as a fundamental institution 
of civil society, the discourse on equality must not exclude from moral legitimacy those 
who choose to live in cohabitation, homosexual or heterosexual, and even as singles. 
Homosexuals are no better citizens or better believers because they are married or live 
in a civil union. Such a narrow frame of mind recalls attitudes that emerged within the 
Western gay liberation in the 1970s. That is when, in fact, fashion trends emphasizing a 
form of hypermasculinity and gay rejection vis- à -vis effeminate homosexuals appeared. 

 Today, in many societies religion has become a personal thing and religious institu-
tions have lost considerable sway over the individual. People look more and more for 
wisdom and harmony with their own person and nature, and less and less for a doctrine 
or a creed. They are less likely to accept that their actions be dictated by the religious 
apparatus. In many religious traditions, I have suggested that control of sexuality goes far 
beyond simply banning a particular type of sexual act. Through the prohibition of homo-
sexuality, heteronormativity is accomplished and seeks to preserve a social model strongly 
determined by gender dimorphism and family oriented—reproduction of the species and 
upbringing of children. Several societies have initiated sweeping changes in relation to 
the traditional family model. Traditional gender roles have significantly changed, though 
in some societies progress is still slow, and more single-parent families are everywhere on 
the planet. Some men feel that they can have sex with male partners without disclosing 
a homosexual identity. They will simply not renounce the right or duty to have a family. 
This is present in several traditions. In Western societies where gay rights are protected, 
more and more people are now asking for the right to choose, that of being bisexual. 
This breakdown of values     can be intimidating and sometimes lead to an exaggerated 
attachment to tradition, without perceiving how it can serve as a driving force for change. 
Several mutations in relation to the perception of homosexuality have only occurred 
recently, challenging many religious traditions and asking them to take a stand. When we 
talk about sexuality, religion has traditionally acted as a key determinant of social norms 
in civil society. This function has often proven to be effective even in the context of the 
separation of church and state. However, secular values,     such as the right to privacy and 
the right to equality before the law, questioned a number of these traditionally acquired 
values, and has helped to go beyond the attitude that seeks to oppose the doer and the 
act, the sinner and the sin. Secularism challenged many religious assumptions in the past 
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and brought many changes to various religious perceptions. Sexuality appears to remain 
the last bastion to resist change in attitudes. I do hope that this book will contribute to 
a genuine intercultural and interfaith dialogue on homosexuality. 

 I cannot conclude without mentioning the many attempts of gay men at reclaiming 
their religious lives. Although this book puts forward a social-scientific approach to reli-
gion and puts in parenthesis the experience of faith as such, I think they merit more atten-
tion and consideration in terms of a critical comparative approach. It could indeed be the 
topic for an entire book, but that I leave to experts in that field. I have mentioned several 
gay approaches to spiritual life, such as GALVA (Gay and Lesbian Vaishnava Association, 
Inc.), special Hindu festivals and the  hijra  culture, Friends of the Western Buddhist 
Order, Andrew Ramer of the Reform Congregation Sha’ar Zahav in San Francisco who 
uses Midrash and poetry inspired by Jewish poets of al-Andalus to weave homoerotic love 
and feelings into Jewish spiritual expression, Greenberg’s  Wrestling with God and Men , 
various Christian gay-oriented churches and movements within the Christian churches to 
include gays, Scott Sirajul Haq Kugle’s positions in the Islamic tradition. For those who 
would like to read more on the topic, I suggest Donald L. Boisvert,  Out on Holy Ground: 
Meditations on Gay Men’s Spirituality  and  Sanctity and Male Desire: A Gay Reading of 
Saints , where, through the rhetoric of experience, the author invests male saints with 
male same-sex erotic desire; and Robert E. Goss,  Queering Christ: Beyond Jesus Acted Up . 
Concerning several traditions, see Kath Browne et al.,  Queer Spiritual Spaces: Sexuality 
and Sacred Places .  
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