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In recent years, mostly as a result of the mass shootings at a gay club in Orlando by a Muslim man, Islams’ stance on homosexuality has increasingly become more debated in media.[endnoteRef:1] However, inside academia this has been investigated for quite some time. The research conducted on LGBTQIA+ and Islam can generally be divided into four fields. Firstly, it has been discussed from a theological standpoint by studying passages from Islamic normative literature such as the Quran or hadiths.[endnoteRef:2] A second field is the scholars who have discussed Islam’s view on homosexuality through an historical perspective.[endnoteRef:3] Thirdly, is the anthropological field which have mainly been of interest for sociologists. This field have concerned itself with queer Muslims’ lived experiences with Islam. In Europe, these studies’ have mostly focused on how queer Muslims have reconciled their sexual and religious identities both internally and outwards society.[endnoteRef:4] The last minor field has discussed methodological issues that arises when studying queer Muslims.[endnoteRef:5] These studies have mostly concerned themselves with the field’s inaccessibility - often concluding that it is difficult for researchers to understand the larger context of the LGBTQIA+ Muslim society due to small sample sizes and the researchers non-queer and non-Muslim perspective. However, as this paper will highlight, there are exceptions to this rule. As a part of my master thesis in Islamology, I conducted a short field work on a British queer Muslim Bektashi group pseudonymly called the Muslim Queer Network (MQN). With the larger aim of attempting to broaden the academic field in regards to lived religiosity of queer Muslims, I participated in the groups ijtihad and zikir sessions as well as accompanying them on a spiritual retreat to Istanbul to meet their Baba. Throughout the field work, I found myself blurring the lines between the traditional role as an observing ethnographer and an active participant; hence embodying the term guesthood, coined by Graham Harvey in 2003. In this paper, I attempt to answer the question how guesthood is expressed as a method when it is applied to fieldwork conducted on a community that is unfamiliar with it. [1:   Michael Seiden, “Muslim Community condemns Orlando attack, calls for blood donations”, Local 10, June 12, 2016 https://www.local10.com/news/muslim-community-condemns-orlando-attack-calls-for-blood-donations (accessed May 15, 2019); Rukmini Callimachi, “Was Orlando Shooter Really Acting for ISIS? For ISIS, It’s All the Same”, The New York Times, June 12, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/06/13/us/orlando-omar-mateen-isis.html (accessed May 15, 2019); Shanika Gunaratna, “Muslim Americans rush to condemn Orlando massacre”, CBS News, June 13, 2016, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/orlando-shooting-pulse-nightclub-muslims-condemn-attack/ (accessed May 15, 2019). ]  [2:  Scott Alan Kugle, Homosexuality in Islam: critical reflection on gay, lesbian, and transgender Muslims (Oxford: Oneworld 2010)]  [3:  Joseph A. Massad, Desiring Arabs (Chicago: University of Chicago Press 2007)]  [4:  Andrew Kam-Tuck Yip, “The quest for intimate/sexual citizenship: lived experiences of lesbian and bisexual Muslim women”, Cont Islam 2 (2008):99-117; Asifa Siraj, “’I Don’t Want to Taint the Name of Islam’: The Influence of Religion on the Lives of Muslim Lesbians”, Journal of Lesbian Studies 16 (2012):449-467; Rusi Jaspal and Marco Cinnirella, “Identity Processes, Threat, and interpersonal relations: Accounts from British Muslim Gay Men”, Journal of Homosexuality 59 (2012):215-240; Shanon Shah, Making of a Gay Muslim: Religion, Sexuality and Identity in Malaysia and Britain (Cham: Springer International Publishing 2018)]  [5:  Andrew K.T. Yip, “Religion and the Politics of Spirituality/Sexuality: Reflections on Researching British Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Christians and Muslims”, Field in Religion 1, no. 3 (2005); 271-289: Asifa Siraj, “Isolated, Invisible, and in the Closet: the Life Story of a Scottish Muslim Lesbian”, Journal of Lesbian Studies 15 (2011): 99-121] 


What is guesthood?
In his article “Guesthood as Ethical Decolonising Research Method”, Harvey begins by discussing the academic traditional opinion that ethnographers should have an emotional and intellectual distance to their field and informants. Otherwise, the researcher runs the risk of losing both their perceived objectivity and the fields’ authenticity – research might be contaminated with their presence.[endnoteRef:6] One approach for this is proposed by anthropologist Clifford Geertz, who suggest that text analysis should be applied to anthropology after a thick description of the field has been provided. According to Geertz, the studied field has then been accounted for properly without the researcher becoming heavily involved with the field.  Harvey, on the other hand, believes this traditional approach to be of a colonizing nature in where the informants of a field is constantly seen as the other. This is due to the researcher not truly interacting with their field but just viewing their informants as objects of research. As a result, a lot of valuable information might not surface since no trust has been established between the researcher and the individuals of the field. Instead, Harvey argues that ethnography needs to be decolonized so that the researcher and their informants approach each other on the same hierarchical level, to the most possible extent.[endnoteRef:7] To achieve this, Harvey proposes that ethnographers could learn from how the Maoris in New Zealand interact with foreigners to their tribe. The Maoris either consider foreigners as enemies or as guests. Since guests do not share ancestry with the locals, they will never be considered a full fetched member of the local community no matter how assimilated they might become. To become a guest there are certain steps of assimilation into the Maori culture that one has to go through; thereby showing respect and willingness to learn when encountering a culture foreign to oneself.[endnoteRef:8] Guesthood is, thereby, negotiated between the guest and the host on equal terms which, when applied to fieldwork, also divides the power of the fieldwork equally between the researcher and their informants.[endnoteRef:9] Harvey argues that this is why guesthood is an applicable fieldwork method, since it puts the relationship with the informants first rather than concerning itself with ethical guidelines about objectivity. Through guesthood, the researcher will be able to establish trusting relationships with their informants. With this increased trust, the researcher will gain a greater access to the field which would not have been offered to a researcher that has not achieved guesthood.[endnoteRef:10] Undeniably, there will be issues of subjectivity when applying guesthood to ones fieldwork but with the increased access to the field; the researcher will have to decide whether a presumed objectivity is more valuable than the depth of data collected in the field. Personally, the latter is to be preferred since I do not believe in objectivity in regards to anthropological research. Regardless if the researcher has inserted themselves into their field or stayed an observer - biases will be present in the results.  [6:  Graham Harvey, ”Guesthood as Ethical Decolonising Research Method”, Numen 50, no. 2 (2003): 126 ]  [7:  Ibid., 128-129]  [8:  Ibid., 134]  [9:  Ibid., 141]  [10:  Ibid., 138-139] 


Pushing the boundaries

The two of them have been discussing the poem by Rumi thoroughly while I have been quiet. They are wondering if one can be intoxicated spiritually, which one should be careful with since it won’t put oneself’s well-being first. They both agree on that with Islam, as with queerness, one have to put oneself and Allah first and foremost. Now, it seems like they too have run out of things to say since both are looking at me. I realize I can’t stay silent anymore but have to give an opinion about this poem. This wasn’t the plan. What can I say that makes my presence as little noticeable as possible? 

This quote is an extract from the field notes from my first observation. It is a good indicator of my initial struggles coming into the field. I was admittedly highly influenced by the traditional ethnographic mindset of having to keep a distance to my field. I was going to keep my participation to a minimum so not to contaminate the results of my research. However, minutes into my first observation of an ijtihad session, I found myself having to adapt since I was continually being asked about my interpretation on poems related to Islam and intoxication. As the quote illustrates, I could sense that it was expected of me to actively participate in the ijtihad session. Even though actively participating made me nervous, I decided to go along with it since it was initiated by my informants and not myself. As a result, there was an immediate change in my relationship with my informants as I felt them becoming more relaxed around me. This small indicator was enough for me to continue having relaxed approach to my informants to the point to which I assimilated into the group:

The dervishes ask us to tell them something about ourselves and our involvement in MQN. We start going around the table. Everybody telling their stories with ease. I felt a part of me starting to worry. What should I tell them that won’t make them suspicious of me? Do they know who I am? Do they even know I am not a Muslim? Or that I am not queer? It is getting closer to being my turn. I say something along the lines with me being there as a researcher and that I am only writing my thesis about MQN. I hesitate and then say that I am not really a member of the group. One of my informants interrupts me and says “no, but you are. You are a member of MQN!” and the rest of them nods in agreement. I laugh and say “well, okay then…I am a member as well.”

This extract is from one of the days on the Istanbul trip when we were meeting with some of the dervishes from the Bektashi order that authorized MQNs zikir. It was during this weeklong trip that my assimilation into MQN as a guest truly happened. As the quote highlights, even though I had not myself realized it, I was now being considered a part of MQN by the members. Obtaining this level of guesthood was inevitably even though it did not happen intentionally. Instead, it was a process that happened naturally since I was living with group during the trip and therefore had to, some extent, let my guard down and actively participate both in a social and ritual aspect. I found that every time I was being direct and honest with my informants, regardless of the situation, I gained more ground inside the group. It was a sort of negotiation, in which I gained a little bit of trust and insight every time I shared something of myself; whether that was an opinion about a religious text or made a joke. By doing this I assimilated myself into the culture of MQN; exemplifying how the process of guesthood is expressed in communities that, unlike the Maoris, do not have a specific protocol of converting enemies into guests. Instead of following a set of rules the researcher has to trust their social instincts in regards to their chosen community. Similarly, to what is described by Harvey, I also found that when I assimilated into MQNs culture a new, more in-depth dimension of the field opened up. Since I had been open to sharing my thoughts with my informants, they became more open towards me as well. After completing my fieldwork, I can see that there is a noticeable difference between the interviews I conducted with informants I had been able to establish a friendship with as a result of obtaining guesthood and with those I hadn’t. The interviews with the former are more in-depth since these informants dared to tell me more intimate details of their religiosity. Furthermore, other dimensions of guesthood is expressed in the following extract:  

While we are walking towards the boat we are all casually talking and joking with each other. Especially two of them are going at it with each other, saying one sexual joke after the other. I especially start laughing at the jokes made about one of them being “such a twink” which makes one of them turn around and say “put that in your ethnography”

The phrase “put that in your ethnography” would after this quickly be established as an inside joke between me and my informants. This does not only highlight the friendship between me and my informants, but it also indicates how my informants were still aware that my initial reasons for attending their events or their Istanbul trip was to conduct research. No matter what, I was not a fully-fledged member since I am not Muslim nor queer. Beyond that, even if I had identified as any of those, that was still not why I had initially gotten in contact with the group. Drawing upon Harvey’s claim that the researcher will never be more than a guest due to not sharing ancestry with their informants; I was always going to be attending as a researcher and can therefore not be more than a guest to my informants. 
   Furthermore, it has to be mentioned that even though guesthood offers the researcher a postcolonial ethical framework to work with, it also makes the researcher embark on a whole new journey of ethical dilemmas. As showcased above, when the hierarchical lines between researcher and informants are being blurred out, a friendship was established instead. This friendship is undeniably the biggest perk of guesthood as a methodological tool since it allows the researcher to gain greater access to the field. But inevitably, with this friendship a lot of trust and emotions between the researcher and informant follows. The methodological difficulties regarding this friendship is further combined with the ancestral aspect of guesthood; i.e. the researcher never being able to be a fully-fledged member of the studied community. As a result, it becomes difficult as a researcher to know the limitations of your own role inside the group. During my time of fieldwork with MQN, I found myself in plenty of situations when I did not know how to navigate through this methodological minefield. One incident occurred while celebrating nevruz at the home of their Baba. MQN was asked, together with the present dervishes, to perform a semah[endnoteRef:11] in front of the other guests. It was clear from the members of MQN that I was expected to perform the semah as well. Myself and one of my informants struggled with our coordination to the extent that we started to giggle a bit, mostly since we felt embarrassed about not being able to perform the semah properly in front of everyone. Understandably, my behavior was not received well from some of the members of MQN. They felt like it was inappropriate conduct of me since I was attending the nevruz celebration partly as a non-Muslim researcher and partly as MQNs guest. In hindsight, I can only agree with them. However, in that moment in time I was struggling with balancing myself as a researcher and as a guest and friend of MQN. Since the line between the two had become increasingly blurred, it was unclear how I was to behave ethically as a researcher while still upholding my friendships with my informants. It is clear that I misinterpreted the situation regarding both. One interesting aspect of this incident, however, is that the informant who was giggling together with me was not being criticized like I was. This, yet again, underlines the ancestral aspect of guesthood and tells us that guesthood has limitations which is controlled by the host.    [11:  A meditative ritual in the Bektashi tradition, which includes rhythmic and aesthetic movements.
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Conclusion
This paper has attempted to illustrate a version of Harveys’ guesthood when it is applied to fieldwork conducted on a community that has no previous protocol for guesthood. According to Harvey, to obtain guesthood, one has to assimilate into the customs and culture of the visited community. As a group, MQN is built upon not only shared queer-religious experiences but also on friendship. This meant that, even though unintentionally constructed, this is the culture of MQN that as a researcher I had to assimilate into to obtain guesthood. Evidently, I succeeded in doing this. I found both similarities and differences with the type of guesthood that was explained by Harvey. As explained, my field opened up tremendously when obtaining guesthood since there was a mutual sense of trust established between me and my informants. I highly doubt that this trust would have been built if I had not been accepted as a member of MQN by its members. Nonetheless, this membership is conditionally since it is on the terms of the host community. As Harvey argues, the researcher will never become a fully-fledged member since they will not share ancestry with the community. In my case this meant not being neither queer nor Muslim. What Harvey did not mention, however, is that this ancestral aspect results in ethical dilemmas during the fieldwork. Since the researcher might feel like an accepted member of the group, they might also act on the same premises as the local members; not realizing that they actually have to act according to a different standard. This will potentially cause ethical dilemmas when the researcher crosses boundaries of what is proper conduct; resulting in them insulting their host community by mistake. It is possible that these ethical dilemmas do not happen in guesthood communities such as the Maoris, which explains why Harvey overlooked this ethical aspect. Perhaps, if other ethnographic methodological tools have brought a risk of an imperialistic perspective to the results, then guesthood is an ethical risk during the process of collecting data. Notably, I am arguing that this is a risk worth taking since I did proceed with guesthood for the entirety of my fieldwork. However, it has to be brought to light that even though guesthood is a postcolonial methodological tool to conducting fieldwork, it still has issues regarding the researchers’ inability to diffuse where the ethical boundaries are drawn. If this is not brought into light, the researcher runs the risk of being just as ethically problematic as their colonial counterparts. 



