
The (queer) struggle of Pakistan: artistic modes of resistance and dialogue 

 

Abstract: Pakistan has a unique context where inherited colonial discriminatory laws 

and conservative Islamic views exist side by side with popular Muslim traditions (and 

in the past Hindu ones), which celebrate same-sex relationships. Situated within this 

context, I examine the history of queer identity, resistance and struggle in Pakistan, 

illustrating how I draw and investigate these ideas through my artistic practice.  

 

Introduction: In a literal sense, ‘queer’ refers to standing in opposition to the 

‘oppression and erasure of sexual minorities’ however, when thinking about this more 

broadly, the term is seen as an outright rejection of anything that ‘attempts to enforce 

(or value) normalcy’. The suggestion being that whatever the centre might be, the 

queer individual or community continues to be always at the margins, resisting, 

probing, subverting and reimagining.   

 

In Pakistan, culturally and socially, perhaps the term ‘queer’ has only come into 

common usage more recently, largely within the LGBT community, where various 

individuals choose their own way of identifying / categorizing themselves. This can 

be influenced by social class, Western exposure or relationship to the post-colonial, 

producing a range of identity labels: for instance, development bodies choosing to 

refer to gay men as ‘MSM – men who have sex with men’, yet on an individual basis 

they may accept the term ‘gay’ but not necessarily adopt words like ‘boyfriend’ to 

refer to the lover, instead choosing the Urdu word ‘dost (friend)’.  Similar 

complexities exist within the transgender community, where they can refer to 

themselves as ‘khawashira’, ‘hijra’ or ‘she-male’. In this sense, ‘queer’, while still a 

contested domain, is being seen as an all-encompassing way of unifying the LGBT 

community in Pakistan, particularly within academic and artistic circles.  

 

According to David J. Getsby, the use of the term ‘queer’ in contemporary art 

translates as “outlaw sensibility, self-made kinships, chosen lineages, utopian futurity, 

exilic commitments, and rage at institutions that police the borders of the normal”. 

(Getsy, 2016) Applying these ideas to the Global South, I study questions around 

‘queerness’ in Pakistan, and the role visual artists plays in negotiating and resisting 

this space whilst inserting a localized narrative of struggle and resistance within the 



larger one. More precisely, questions such as: what it means to exist as ‘queer’ in a 

place that continues to try and erase your existence and history through false ideas of 

normalcy? In particular, the power exercised by the state and civil society where your 

artistic work is labelled as ‘obscene’ or even, ‘blasphemous’.  

 

Background: Pakistan is a young state, which only gained independence from the 

British in 1947 as a new homeland for the Muslims of India. Since its formation, over 

70 years, the country has seen various political shifts, including Islamic and military 

dictatorships, the rise and fall of democracies as well as wars that have resulted in the 

separation of East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) in 1971. Despite the newly formed 

borders, given it shares history with other countries in the Sub-continent, culturally 

and socially, Pakistan is still informed by Hindu, Mughal, Sikh and Colonial 

influences. Geo-politically, as a nuclear state, and due to its shared boundaries with 

China, India, Iran and Afghanistan, Pakistan remains a country of immense strategic 

importance internationally.  

 

The impact of Pakistan’s short, but turbulent, history on art production can 

specifically be seen in the 80s, where under General Zia ul Haq’s rule anything that 

was perceived a threat to an ‘Islamic’ ideology was either frowned upon or banned 

altogether. Literature and mass media, for their obvious public reach, were the first to 

be monitored and heavily censored. Dance was eliminated. Within visual arts, 

calligraphy and the other genres, such as painting landscapes, were encouraged as 

they aligned with the rationale of the state image. However, many continued to resist, 

in particular the women, as observed by Salima Hashmi who notes, “Not a single 

woman artist took up calligraphy or changed her mode of working to bring it in line 

with official state policy”. (Hashmi, 2003) 

 

Moving forwards, over the last few years, political and social issues in Pakistan have 

continued to find an active, and even safe, space in Contemporary Art. Artists have 

addressed, critiqued and drawn attention to state failures, feminist issues, as well as 

on-going wars within parts of the country with violence being one of the strongest 

visual metaphors to emerge in recent years as in the work of Imran Qureshi. Art 

historians such as such Salima Hashmi (2003), Iftikhar Dadi (2010) and Simone Wille 

(2015) trace Modernism as an important beginning, where they address dominant 



artist narratives providing an introduction to the local landscape, a survey or a focused 

examination. Along with this, Virginia Whiles’ (2010) work acts as an important 

anthropological study tracing the neo-miniature movement in Pakistan. So far, the 

queer history has been missing in this narrative.  

 

Legal history: From a legal point of view, same-sex activity was criminalised under 

Section 377 during colonial rule. This clause made ‘voluntary carnal intercourse 

against the order of nature with any man, woman or animal’ punishable by life 

imprisonment. And once Pakistan was created in 1947, the new Penal Code 

conveniently inherited this clause. In contrast, the transgender community have had a 

very different kind of visibility in the South Asian culture, where they particularly 

enjoyed high ranking positions in the Mughal courts. However, they lost this status 

under British rule, and were only able to gain equal rights as citizens of Pakistan in 

2010, which allowed them to identify themselves as the ‘third gender’. As a result, 

their presence has immensely increased beyond the streets and entered the public 

domain, politically as well as culturally. For example: In 2015, Teesri Dhun (Third 

Tune) presented a piece of documentary theatre exploring the lives of six transgender 

individuals, and significantly it was showcased at a government run arts council 

platform, successfully engaging multiple audiences across social classes. Since then, 

we have seen people like Kami Sid rise in the entertainment industry on a national 

level and representation of Pakistani transgender individuals increase in academic 

forums locally and abroad. In addition, more recently, after successful lobbying by 

trans activists, a senate body passed amendments to the Transgender Persons 

(Protection of Rights) Bill 2017, allowing trans individuals the right to self-identify. 

(Shahid, 2018) 

 

Cultural history from the past to the present: Representation of same-sex 

relationships have long existed within Pakistani culture, where even today in Lahore, 

the Sufi Saint, Shah Hussain (1538 – 91), and Madho Lal, his Brahman lover, are 

honoured at the arrival of spring through the celebration of Mela Chiraghan (Festival 

of Lights). In literature, writers such as Ismat Chugati (1915 – 91) were already 

exploring homosexuality from a female perspective as early as 1942, though not 

without backlash as a couple of years later she was charged with spreading obscenity. 

Within modern and contemporary art, sexuality has also emerged as a prominent 



theme that many artists have addressed within their practice. Here, Anwar Saeed (b. 

1955) stands out as the most significant for having exclusively and explicitly 

represented gay male desire for over three decades, intersecting ideas of sexuality 

with shame as well as religious and spiritual reconciliation. 

 

 
Cupid and the love of smoke, Anwar Saeed, 2016, Acrylic, charcoal and collage on paper 

 

However, in contrast to the transgender journey, the gay or lesbian movement for 

acceptance or equal rights is non-existent in Pakistan apart from small and private 

‘solidarity circles’. Attitudes towards same-sex relationships are strongly looked 

down upon due to the overbearing and conservative Islamic social setting, forcing 

many individuals to tread cautiously around these subjects for fear of societal as well 

as legal consequences. For example, in 2012, an essay1 exploring the history of male 

sexuality and its representation in Pakistan, led to the author, editors, artists 

mentioned and the publishing body to be charged under Section 295-A (outraging 

religious feelings) and 295-B (defiling the Holy Quran) for its content and 

presentation of controversial images. In Pakistan, these charges are seen as 

‘blasphemy’ and more often than not, translate as open death sentences. Having said 

that, despite larger challenges, on a micro level Pakistani society is becoming more 

tolerant due to greater access to the Internet and positive representation of the 

																																																								
1	Title	and	name	of	author	withheld	for	security	reasons.		



LGBTQ community within international media. More and more people are coming 

out in smaller and personalised environments, and the issues of being queer are 

finding a voice within specific safe spaces such as arts organisations, universities, and 

not-for-profits / development agencies. I see my practice situated here, where as an 

artist, I am keen to connect this present progress with the past.  

 

In terms of visual language and aesthetic, my artistic practice draws upon the history 

of painting, in particular abstract expressionism, that expands the liminal space 

between abstraction and representation. Over the last year and a half, more 

specifically, I have been concerned with examining ideas of sexuality, masculinity 

and intimacy, with a particular focus on personal histories, traumatic pasts, and 

childhood memories. Below, I present two examples: 

 

The story of myself and some friends in these fragments of daily loves, a title 

borrowed from the Mexican writer Ernesto Banuelos Enriquez, is a large body of work 

that I see as a visual diary. Through live sittings, I paint portraits of gay / queer friends, 

or men who happen to be the object of my desire. It is an intimate space, and the 

process often involves conversations about first times, first loves or about self-

discovery. All the figures painted are faceless, however, their identity or the nature of 

our conversation is revealed in the titles. Collectively, the paintings are almost 

celebratory of a certain gaze towards the same-sex, however, at the same time are 

revelatory of vulnerabilities and anxieties of masculinity, and such a love. This project 

culminated with an exhibition with the same title at the National College of Arts, 

Lahore. Anonymous letters by the models accompanied the exhibition along with 

performance-based experiments that further interrogated with the idea of facelessness 

and gender play within life drawing.  

 



 
Farhan 1, Abdullah Qureshi,  2017, enamel paint on canvas, 5.5 x 6.5 feet 

 
Muneeb V, Abdullah Qureshi, 2017, watercolour on paper, 20 x 30 inches 

 

 



   
Documentation of Life Drawing, Abdullah Qureshi, 2017, performance, Duration: 1 hour, National 

College of Arts, Lahore  

 

Darkrooms - retracing childhood memories, is a multi-media series that addresses 

the relationship between childhood and sexuality. Within gay culture, darkrooms are 

highly sexual spaces that are exclusively used for cruising and anonymous sex.  Here, 

I am use drawing, painting, collage, and audio to retrace childhood memories of 

sexual abuse, juxtaposing them with more recent encounters – thus, developing an 

uncomfortable parallel between my abusers and current partners to unpack how 

traumatic pasts and sexuality overlap. 

 

     
From Left to Right: 

Tutor I, Abdullah Qureshi, 2018, acrylic paint on canvas, 9 x 12 inches 

Tutor II, Abdullah Qureshi, 2018, acrylic paint on canvas, 9 x 12 inches 

Khan, Abdullah Qureshi, 2018, acrylic paint on canvas, 9 x 12 inches 

 

 



Excerpt from the related text:  

 

One of my earliest memories is that of having sex. It is blurry how young I was, 
maybe 4 or 5. I’m in Ami’s (maternal grandmother) room, and Khan (the kitchen boy) 
is lying on top of me. I remember the pressure on my crotch. I remember the smells. 
His breathe. And the duvet next to us. I remember him biting his lips.  
 
I had lots of sex as a kid. There was Khan, and then there were Usman and Murtaza. 
Both private tutors. In some ways sex was easier then. Natural. And just happened. 
When I grew up, it became different. Every time I was with a guy, about to have sex, 
my hands would go icy cold. Sometimes my body would start shivering. Actually, it 
still happens and I hate it.  
 
I don’t have sex often now, but when I do, it’s an emotionally devoid experience. I’m 
in a darkroom, and it’s a labyrinth of men and sex. I move through the maze, feeling 
different bodies. Performing. Grinding. I give up. It’s too much work. I submit, and 
that’s when they all come. 
 

Methodologically, it is clear to me that the role of art in my research process is an 

introspective one, where the act of making allows me to understand my own 

relationship to the subject matter, as well as opening up new questions that layer and 

complicate the conversation. Furthermore, I recognise that I am not alone in this 

discussion, and that many of my contemporaries, for example, Aziz Sohail and 

Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, are looking the same issues, but from their specific perspectives. 

For this reason, I believe collaboration is another key element within my research, 

allowing me to gather data, as well as practically test ideas with others. This includes 

working together on developing exhibitions such as: Unruly Politics at Twelve Gates 

Arts, Philadelphia, which examines the notion of queerness from our position as three 

Pakistani men, and River an ocean, with Natasha Malik, which examines how gender 

and sexuality are being understood in Pakistan today.   

 

It is also worth acknowledging that much of this work is on-going, and that when 

undertaking such a study, there are challenges. One of them being how some artists 

(or families in the case of the deceased) may choose not to be categorized under a 

specific sexual identity. And so, through artistic processes, I hope to arrive at a 

framework that incorporates local terms, as well as considers a broader definition that 

sees anyone non-heteronormative in the Pakistani context as fundamentally, queer. In 

this way, it may be possible to include modernists such as, Shakir Ali (1916 – 75), 

Zubeida Agha (1922 – 1997), Nasreen Mohammedi (1937 – 1990) and Sadeqain 



(1930 – 87), thus highlighting the already present, but not seen as such, queer 

perspectives within a larger history of art in Pakistan. Here, I go back to the practice 

of Anwar Saeed (b. 1955), which I feel is an important connector between the past 

and present, given his explicit depiction of the subject at time when Pakistan was 

going through Islamic dictatorship, and thus, heavy censorship. For this reason, in the 

absence of significant legal and human rights progression, with Saeed’s depiction of 

the male body and desire, we are provided with incredible insight into how queerness 

can be interpreted within Pakistan.  

 

 
Parallels II, Anwar Saeed, 2009, Acrylic and charcoal on paper 
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