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At least one early critical reaction to the emergence of the term ‘postcolonial’,
expressed disquiet about its ‘premature1 celebration of the pastness of colonialism’.2
Writing in 1992 and citing the then continuing coloniality of Northern Ireland,
Palestine, South Africa, East Timor and other places, Anne McClintock worried
that this premature celebration ran ‘the risk of obscuring the continuities and
discontinuities of colonial and imperial power’.3 While her examples focused on
instances of enduring territorial colonialism, it is salutary to bear in mind that
imperialism crucially also always had a non-territorial ideational dimension,
expressed in projects such as the civilizing mission. It is in the form of this nonterritorial dimension that imperialism today is more visible and ubiquitous, enduring
long after the reduction of territorial imperialism to a few anachronistic vestiges,
and inflecting even those apparently radical and oppositional spaces of politics in
which one might least expect it.
In this chapter, I explore the ‘echoes of imperialism’ in one such space – that
of global contention for the recognition of the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgendered (LGBT) subjects, as well as of other sexual minorities who might not
identify in these terms.4 In doing so, I hear two sorts of echoes. First, my critique of
imperial tendencies within contemporary Western LGBT politics, parallels and tries
to learn from an earlier critique levelled by Third World feminists such as Chandra
Talpade Mohanty at white Western feminism. Just as these earlier critiques punctured
lazy slogans of ‘global sisterhood’ that are inattentive to hierarchies of race, class and
nationality within women’s movements, I question the putative singularity of an
assumed global gay subject that seems to underpin some contemporary Western
LGBT activism.5 Second, I attempt to peel away the layers of discourse that encrust
such activism in our own time, to reveal the underlying political interests that
sustain it. In doing so, I find it helpful to think about the political interests that

generated a late nineteenth century politics of imperial Victorian feminism that saw
the rescue of distant global sisters as a means towards improving the condition of
women in the imperial metropolis. Both temporal contexts present a bewildering
array of tendencies: contemporary Western LGBT activism is a deeply divided
space, some of whose constituents are complicit in imperial ventures even as others
are deeply antagonistic to them. The past is no less complicated a space, so full of
contradictory tendencies that it is difficult to regard our ‘postcolonial’ age as selfevidently more progressive or reflexive than times gone by.
The construction of a global discourse of LGBT rights and a politics of LGBT
solidarity6 has been empowering for many of its participants. But it has not been an
entirely benign development, free from questions of power and hierarchy. Struggles
against heteronormativity within Western societies have tended to be marked by
a fundamental tension between what might be described as a liberal politics of
inclusion or assimilation into the mainstream – marked by such priorities as the
right to marry or to serve in the military – and a more radical queer politics that
seeks to challenge the very basis of institutions that are seen as oppressive, rather
than merely seeking inclusion within them.7 This fundamental tension has also
begun to manifest itself in Western advocacy efforts on behalf of Third World8 sexual
minorities, with the more assimilatory strands of Western advocacy seeking to utilize
Western hegemony for the advancement of sexual rights in other parts of the world,
antagonizing queer activists and scholars who are deeply invested in contesting
such hegemony even as they struggle for sexual freedoms. In the discourse of the
former, as LGBT communities have won political and legal battles in the West and
have begun to assimilate more deeply into their societies, LGBT rights have become
a marker of modernity, resulting in the creation of new hierarchies – or what Jon
Binnie calls ‘a new racism’ – in international politics.9 States that fail to respect rights
around sexual diversity are, in a retrieval of standard orientalist tropes, increasingly
characterized as backward and uncivilized, with the internationalization of LGBT
rights taking on the character of a modern-day civilizing mission.10
Scholars have begun to criticize the increasingly apparent orientalism of some
contemporary Western LGBT activism.11 Yet some of these critiques have been
overstated. A case in point is Joseph Massad’s recent indictment of Western LGBT
activism vis-à-vis the Middle East. Massad argues that such activism seeks to replicate
the trajectory of gay liberation in the West by attempting to transform practitioners
of same-sex conduct in the Arab world into subjects who identify as homosexual.12
Following Foucault, scholars regard sexuality as having been transformed in the
Western world from an aspect of behaviour (what one did) to an aspect of identity
(what sort of person one was) sometime in the late nineteenth century, through the
operation of discourses of medicine and law.13 The dislocations produced by industrial
capitalism and mass urbanization were simultaneously disrupting traditional family
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structures and providing the conditions – for some – of individual material selfsufficiency and anonymity that enabled the configuration of new forms of community.
These developments in turn provided the demographic basis for the struggle for
rights later in the twentieth century, culminating in such epochal moments as the
Stonewall riots that took place in New York City in 1969, widely regarded as marking
the birth of the modern LGBT rights movement. In Massad’s view, Western LGBT
organizations operating in the Arab world seek to replicate this history by pushing
those who engage in same-sex practices to ‘come out’ (i.e. identify) as homosexuals.
Yet far from bringing the liberating consequences that this move had in the West,
Massad judges that this push from behaviour to identity represents an imperialist
imposition that is narrowing the space for same-sex behaviour. Governments that
once turned a blind eye to discreet homosexual behaviour are increasingly cracking
down on newly visible sexual minorities: it is identity rather than behaviour, in his
view, that is considered intolerable and makes individuals vulnerable.14
The argument is troubling in a number of respects, not least because it appears
to deny the agency and subjectivity of Arabs who are beginning to identify as sexual
minorities, appropriating and reworking Western identities in their struggles
for sexual self-determination. Massad alternately dismisses these individuals as
unrepresentative, regards them as passive victims of a Western-imposed sexual reeducation, or more ominously describes them as ‘native informants’ to Western
activists.15 In the colonial archive, the native informant is a slippery and elusive
character, at once powerful and politically suspect from the point of view of
both the colonial authorities and the natives between whom he intermediates.
Comprising, in the words of Thomas Babington Macaulay’s infamous Minute on
Indian Education (1835), ‘a class of persons Indian in blood and colour, but English
in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect’, he is relied on by the colonial
authorities for the knowledge that will inform the power they exercise over the
natives.16 Yet as Homi Bhabha has persuasively argued, his very mimicry of the
colonial overlords constantly menaces the racial hierarchies upon which colonial rule
is premised.17 He is the figure through whom the natives formulate their demands
in a language intelligible to their colonial masters, yet his very closeness to the
latter invites suspicion of traitorous collaboration with the colonizing power. In
the context of Western LGBT advocacy in the Arab world, Massad’s revival of the
trope of the ‘native informant’ to describe Arabs who identify in terms of a Western
sexual ontology stems from his view of them as an unrepresentative metropolitan
minority whose motivation for identification in such terms is class-based: ‘part of
the package of the adoption of everything Western by the classes to which they
belong.’18 Rather than treating the question of motivation as an empirical one,
Massad understands it as a function of a self-orientalizing tendency to regard the
West as superior in all respects rather than as being the result of reasoned, ethical
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disagreement with local sexual ontologies. The insinuations of inauthenticity that
attach to his representations of LGBT Arabs deny the possibility and legitimacy
of appropriation of ethical categories from outside the moral universes into which
they were born. In addition, the fact that Arabs who identify publicly as LGBT
often do so at grave personal risk – something that finds no acknowledgement in
Massad’s argument – makes their comparison to colonial native informants (who
profited enormously from their position) particularly inappropriate.
In this chapter, I focus on another problematic dimension of Massad’s argument,
namely his tendency to flatten out the space of Western LGBT activism vis-à-vis the
non-Western word. Massad refers to the institutions of LBGT activism collectively
as the ‘Gay International’ (reminiscent of W. H. Auden’s ‘homintern’) and regards
all such activism as being implicated in an imperial politics. This reflects the
tendency of some postcolonial work to think of the ‘West’ in monolithic terms,
even as it resists the essentialization of the ‘Orient’.19 In this chapter I disaggregate
the ‘Gay International’ into a number of strands and argue that while some of these
have indeed been complicit in contemporary imperial projects, others have not.
Critiques of activism that do not make such distinctions have the unfortunate
consequence of shutting down activism around sexuality altogether, implicitly
denying the seriousness of the homophobia against which it is directed. In contrast,
demonstrating that there is no single politics to the so-called Gay International
might be a first step towards determining whether there is anything worth salvaging
in this politics of putative Western solidarity with Third World sexual minorities.
The fractiousness of the ‘Gay International’ became particularly apparent in
the debates that erupted amongst Western activists over how to respond to the
execution in Iran in 2005 of two boys alleged to have committed a crime involving
homosexual intercourse. Accordingly, much of this chapter focuses on the reaction
to these executions, which became the site on which the internal politics of the socalled Gay International played itself out. In keeping with the themes of this book,
the chapter attempts to historicize the different strands of the ‘Gay International’
in light of the record of Western intervention seeking to reshape gender relations
in Iran (and other parts of the Third World) since the heyday of colonial times. In
doing so, I find that while the contemporary ‘Gay International’ is a deeply divided
space, some of whose constituents are complicit in imperial ventures even as others
are antagonistic to them, this is no less true of late nineteenth- and early twentiethcentury Western feminist interventions in the colonized world.

Hangings in Iran: Disaggregating the ‘Gay International’
On July 19, 2005, two boys – Ayaz Marhoni and Mahmoud Asgari – variously
reported to have been between 16 and 18 years of age, were hanged by the
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government of Iran in the city of Mashhad for an alleged crime involving homosexual
intercourse. Western activists were divided over how to respond.20 Some regarded
the boys as having been hanged on account of their sexuality and denounced the
Iranian government, demanding that Western governments take punitive action.
British activist Peter Tatchell, whose group OutRage! first brought the story to
the attention of Western media, was quoted in a press release as saying that ‘this
is just the latest barbarity by the Islamo-fascists in Iran … the entire country is a
gigantic prison, with Islamic rule sustained by detention without trial, torture and
state-sanctioned murder’, before going on to claim that over 4,000 lesbians and gay
men had been executed by the government since the 1979 revolution.21 Conservative
US commentator Andrew Sullivan echoed this language, repeating the claim that
the boys had been hanged by the ‘Islamo-fascist regime in Iran’ for ‘being gay’.
Expressing disappointment that more gay organizations had not rallied to the war
against ‘Muslim religious fanatics’, Sullivan emphasized that ‘this is our war too’.22
The linkage of Iran with fascism was reinforced by Doug Ireland, a New York-based
journalist who described the Ahmadinejad government as being engaged in a ‘major
anti-homosexual pogrom targeting gays and gay sex’.23 The Human Rights Campaign,
the largest LGBT civil rights organization in the US, called upon the then Secretary
of State Condoleezza Rice to issue an ‘immediate and strong condemnation’ of Iran
for its hanging of the teenagers who, it alleged, had been tortured and killed ‘simply
for being caught having consensual sex’. It urged that ‘atrocities committed by
foreign governments against all people must be condemned swiftly and forcefully by
the world’s greatest democracy’.24 The Log Cabin Republicans, an organization of
gay and lesbian members of the US Republican Party, issued a press release in which
it noted that ‘in the wake of news stories and photographs documenting the hanging
of two gay Iranian teenagers, Log Cabin Republicans re-affirm their commitment to
the global war on terror’. The group’s president, Patrick Guerriero, was quoted as
saying that ‘this barbarous slaughter clearly demonstrates the stakes in the global
war on terror. Freedom must prevail over radical Islamic extremism’.25
It was not the first time that Western observers had expressed revulsion at the
sexual mores of Iranian society. In an ironic reversal of contemporary attitudes,
travelogues of Western visitors to Iran from the seventeenth century onwards
frequently record disgust at the observation of same-sex liaisons within aristocratic
circles in Tehran. Janet Afary has written about the prevalence of ‘status-defined
homosexuality’ in pre-modern Iran, typically involving partners of different
ages, classes or social standings.26 She chronicles the abundant representation of
same-sex love in classical Persian literature, the wealth of allusion to homoerotic
relations in the Persian language, and the widespread prevalence of homosexuality
and homoerotic expression in public spaces beyond the royal court, including
monasteries and seminaries, taverns, military camps, bathhouses and coffeehouses.
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While not free of moral judgments, she argues that until the late nineteenth
century Iranian representations of same-sex love were far less judgmental than the
contemporary Western regime of sexuality.27
Afsaneh Najmabadi has argued that as Iranian elites came into contact with
Europeans and realized that ‘polite’ European society held such practices to be
abominable, their response was one of disavowal and dissimulation.28 Iranians began
to find themselves ‘explaining’ to European visitors that the latter had mistakenly
read homosociality (men holding hands, embracing and kissing in public) as
homosexuality. Homoeroticism in Sufi poetry began to be read as purely allegorical
and metaphorical for communion between the devout and the divine. Practices of
representation underwent dramatic shifts. While notions of beauty were largely
undifferentiated by gender in early Qajar (1785–1925) paintings, with beautiful
men and women being depicted with similar facial and bodily features, by the end
of the nineteenth century the portrayal of beauty had become less androgynous
and more gendered. Similarly, while biographical writing well into the nineteenth
century contains numerous non-judgmental references to diverse sexual preferences,
twentieth-century references to same-sex relationships become more disapproving.
Modernist Iranian intellectuals such as the influential nineteenth century critic
Mirza Fath‘ali Akhundzadah (1812–78) began to speak of homosexuality as
situational, as something that Iranian men indulged in because of gender segregation.
By implication, as the sexes were allowed to mingle freely in a modernizing Iran,
homosexual relations would disappear. One of the central projects of early Iranian
feminism was the transformation of heterosexual marriage from a loveless procreative
contract into a romantic one; but the flip side of this was the stigmatization of other
forms of desire, leaving – in Najmabadi’s words – ‘a birthmark of disavowal of male
homosexuality on the modernist project of women’s emancipation’.29 The larger
point here is that by the late nineteenth century, the heteronormalization of Iranian
society had come to be regarded as a marker of modernity. The irony is that the
exact opposite has become true in the early twenty-first century.
I would like to anticipate and pre-empt the temptation to extrapolate from
Najmabadi’s account, the claim that European imperialism is to blame for homophobia
in contemporary Iran in a straightforward way. This would be a crude, polemical and
reductionist conclusion to draw from Najmabadi’s complex and nuanced exposition of
the transformation of gender relations in Iran. Rather, what emerges from this story
is a crucial moment in which even as European imperialism passes judgment on the
‘Orient’, native elites respond to this challenge, in part, by accepting the European
critique and seeking to act upon it. Thus, the heteronormalization of Iranian society
(which paves the way for the later institutionalization of homophobia) has to be
understood as a transaction involving European and Iranian elites, in which the latter
exercise some degree of agency in choosing to reshape their societies in particular
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ways in the course of the nineteenth century cultural conflicts between Iran/Islam
and Europe/Christianity. Indeed, a growing body of queer scholarship in respect of
other parts of the world has begun to locate the institutionalization of homophobia
in the colonial encounter in just this way, and to explain it with reference to the
desire of anti-colonial elites to construct virile, masculinized nationalisms capable
of overthrowing the colonial yoke – a task that entailed the erasure of indigenous
traditions of androgeneity and same-sex desire.30 Massad might suggest that a
converse process of ‘homo-normalization’ of Middle Eastern societies is currently
underway as a result of analogous transactions between the ‘Gay International’ and its
‘native informants’. It is certainly too early to conclude, in the case of Iran, whether
the process will play out in anything like the same way. Moreover, and crucially to
the thrust of my overall argument, one can note the structural similarity of these
transactions between Western and Iranian elites in the nineteenth and twenty-first
centuries, while taking the view that they have very different political and ethical
implications depending on whether they expand or constrict the space for sexual
freedom. The more troubling historical continuity is that in both moments, some
Western actors have arrogated to themselves (and some Iranian elites have conceded
to their Western interlocutors) the power to define the content of modernity, so that
being modern continues to mean becoming like the West.
Returning to the events of 2005, Western voices of condemnation of the hangings
in Mashhad were divided in terms of the remedial action that they advocated.
Some, like Sullivan and the Log Cabin Republicans, regarded incidents such as the
Mashhad hangings as vindicating the use of force against ‘radical Islam’ wherever
it manifested itself; others, like Tatchell and OutRage!, sought to clarify that their
denunciation of the hangings did not amount to an endorsement of war against
Iran.31 Indeed, Tatchell appears incongruous amongst the many Republican Partyaffiliated gay voices in the US who happened to agree with him on this issue, given
his history of involvement in left-wing causes and his membership of the Green
Party in Britain. Although appearing to share a common position, the different
reactions to the Iran hangings were underpinned by distinct sets of political
considerations, which I discuss in the following sections.
The more institutionalized activists – those in organizations such as Amnesty
International, Human Rights Watch (HRW) and the International Gay and Lesbian
Human Rights Commission (IGLHRC) – responded in a very different fashion. Scott
Long of HRW was sceptical of the accounts that Tatchell, Ireland and others were
providing because they relied mainly on diasporic and exile groups as their sources.
These groups, in his view, had long sought to refract situations in Iran that presented
human rights concerns through the lens of LGBT rights, in a politically opportunistic
attempt to attract the support of yet another international constituency in their
struggle against the theocratic regime. In addition, Long believed that conflicting
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reports claiming that the boys had been executed for raping a 13-year old boy, while
quite conceivably trumped up by the regime to justify the sentence, should not
have been dismissed out of hand without careful consideration.32 HRW, Amnesty
and IGLHRC sought to reframe the issue as one about the execution of minors, a
violation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (both of which Iran has signed).33 One crucial
implication of this reframing was that if Iran was to be censured for its execution of
children, the US lacked the moral standing to do so. Of the nine countries that are
known to have executed juvenile offenders between 1990 and 2009, Iran topped the
list with forty-six executions, while the US followed second with nineteen.34 (The
US Supreme Court declared the use of the death penalty against juvenile offenders
unconstitutional in March 2005.)35 In addition, some activists in these organizations
worried that attacking Iran could legitimate the Bush administration’s demonization
of the Iranian regime at a time when tensions were already running high on account
of its nuclear programme and the election of the conservative Ahmadinejad to the
office of the presidency only a few weeks before.

Rescue Narratives of the Right
In the wake of the Mashhad hangings, it was possible to discern the emergence of
a discourse on right-wing gay websites based in the US and Europe, in which gay
rights were pitted against the putative beliefs of ‘Islamists’. A central feature of
this discourse is that it places LGBT rights at the heart of an enlightened JudaeoChristian ‘West’, which confronts a uniformly homophobic ‘non-West’ ‘sunk in
ignorance, superstition, barbarism, and moral darkness’,36 evidenced by its failure
to respect such rights. Indeed, the very purpose of the comparisons through which
this narrative is constructed seems to be the extraction of a hierarchy in which the
West is better than the non-West, Israel is superior to Palestine,37 Christianity
is preferable to Islam,38 and so on. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak has characterized
colonial feminism – exemplified by such acts as the British abolition of sati in India in
the nineteenth century – as a case of ‘white men, seeking to save brown women from
brown men’.39 Through such gestures, imperialism represents itself as the establisher
of the good society by espousing women as objects of protection from their own (racial
and national) kind. Something similar appears to be at work in the contemporary
eagerness of white queers to save brown queers from brown homophobes. For their
part, brown men/homophobes have attempted, just as vigorously, to assert their
jurisdiction over brown women/queers and to defend the terrain of brown gender
from any perceived encroachment by what are seen to be imperialist modernizing
drives. As Partha Chatterjee has demonstrated, the (male) anti-colonial nationalist
typically evinced a split mentality, acknowledging his material inferiority but
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might have a common interest. Far from seeking to impose Western sexual identities
on non-Western populations, key actors within Massad’s ‘Gay International’ seem
wary of framing struggles for sexual self-determination in terms of sexuality at all.
It may seem odd to suggest, as I have in this chapter, that the big human rights
bureaucracies with their massive budgets and global reach appeared less implicated
in an imperialist politics than individual freelance LGBT rights activists, journalists
and bloggers. Yet it is certainly the case that insofar as the Western reaction to the
2005 hangings in Iran were concerned, it was the latter group that broke the story,
articulated a response that dovetailed neatly with imperial security preoccupations, and
set the agenda, capturing the interest and allegiance particularly of a white, Western,
gay, male public. To many in this public, the professional human rights organizations
appeared reactive and weak in their attempt to reframe the debate in ways that avoided
a frontal attack on the sexual morality of the Iranian state. But the discussion here has
been confined to a single event: in other contexts, the positions of these actors in relation
to imperial projects might well be reversed. In other words, there does not seem to be a
strong correlation between the levels of material and organizational resources possessed
by activists and their distance from imperial projects.
What the reactions to the Mashhad hangings demonstrate is that the ‘Gay
International’ – if it can be seen as a single entity at all – is an extraordinarily
fractious space. Its constituents span the entire political spectrum, from rightwing activists concerned about furthering their incomplete assimilation into party,
nation and state, to left-wing Greens looking for new causes to replenish spent
agendas. It is united by a common Western sexual ontology, but its constituents
disagree radically on whether, when and how to export this ontology to the rest
of the world. And while some of its constituents seem eager to use gay rights as a
means of consolidating Western hegemony in ways that remind us of the heyday
of the ‘civilizing mission’, others seem wary of contributing to such an outcome.
The past, to which I have been comparing the activities of today’s ‘Gay
International’, is no less complicated a space. The discourse of suffragist imperialism
always coexisted with an anti-imperialist feminism exemplified by figures such as
Sylvia Pankhurst, who were able to see the links between patriarchal power in
England and colonial practices, and struggled against both.62 Even as women like
Gertrude Bell saw their presence in the colonies explicitly in the terms of Europe’s
civilizing mission,63 others such as Annie Besant were staunch anti-imperialists
playing leading roles within anti-colonial movements.64 More pertinently to the
subject of this chapter and this book in general, it was precisely his status as a sexual
outcast from late Victorian society that gave the homosexual Edward Carpenter
an affinity with a range of subaltern groups and movements, including those for
decolonization, women’s suffrage, workers’ welfare and animal rights.65 Indeed,
Carpenter offers an ironic counterpoint to the contemporary orientalist discourse
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of some Western LGBT activists when he favourably contrasts the valorization
of bisexuality and hermaphroditism in Hindu mythology with the homophobia of
European culture.66 It is difficult to think of any Western activists today who draw
on the resources of non-Western cultures to argue for greater toleration of sexual
minorities within their own societies.
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