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Introduction

DEPARTURE GATE, Damascus airport: a young Arab man in jeans, T-shirt and the latest style of trainers is leaving on a flight to London. He passes through final security checks, puts down his bag, takes something out and fiddles furtively in a corner. No, he is not preparing to hijack the plane; he is putting rings in his ears. When he arrives in London the tiny gold rings will become a fashion statement that is un-remarkable and shocks no one, but back home in Damascus it’s different. Arab men, real Arab men, do not wear jewellery in their ears.

This is one small example of the double life that Arabs, especially the younger ones, increasingly lead – of a growing gap between the requirements of society and life as it is actually lived, between keeping up appearances in the name of tradition or respectability and the things people do in private or when away from home.

For many, the pretence of complying with the rules is no more than a minor irritation. Men who like earrings can put them in or take them out at will, but sometimes it’s more complicated. Arab society usually expects women to be virgins when they marry. That doesn’t stop them having sex with boyfriends but it means that when the time comes to marry many of them will have an operation to restore their virginity – and with it their respectability. There is no medical solution, however, when a boy grows up too feminine for the expectations of a macho culture. When he is mocked for his girlish mannerisms but can do nothing to control them, when his family beat him and ostracise him and accuse him of bringing shame upon their household, the result is despair and sometimes tragedy.

This book was inspired – if that is the right word – by an event in 2001 when Egyptian police raided the Queen Boat, a floating night club on the River Nile which was frequented by men attracted to other men. Several dozen were arrested on the boat or later. The arrests, the resulting trial, and the attendant publicity in the Egyptian press (much of it highly fanciful) wrecked numerous lives, all in the name of moral rectitude. It was one of the few recent occasions when homosexuality has attracted widespread public attention from the Arab media.

Some time afterwards, while visiting Cairo as a correspondent for the Guardian newspaper, I met two people intimately connected with the case: a defendant who had since been released and the partner of another defendant who was still in jail. At that stage I was thinking of writing a feature article, but later I met a young Egyptian activist (identified as ‘Salim’ elsewhere in this book). As we chatted over lunch, our conversation moved on from the Queen Boat case to questions of homosexuality in the wider Arab world. He seemed very knowledgeable and I remarked casually: ‘You should write a book about it.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘You should write one.’

I mulled this over for several months. It was clearly time for someone to raise the issue in a serious way but, as Salim had indicated, it was difficult for Arabs – at least those living in the region – to do so. Foreign correspondents such as myself often write books about the Middle East, though they tend to be about wars or the big, newsworthy events: Palestine, Iraq, and so on. I had no desire to follow that well-worn path, but this was one topic that would break new ground as well as some long-standing taboos. Homosexuality was a subject that Arabs, even reform-minded Arabs, were generally reluctant to discuss. If mentioned at all, it was treated as a subject for ribald laughter or (more often) as a foul, unnatural, repulsive, un-Islamic, Western perversion. Since almost everyone agreed on that, there was no debate – which was one very good reason for writing about it.

My primary concern in this book is with the Arab countries (though it also includes some discussion of Iran and Israel) but to try to give a country-by-country picture would be both impractical and repetitive. Instead, I wanted to highlight the issues that are faced throughout the region, to a greater or lesser degree, by Arabs whose sexuality does not fit the public concepts of ‘normal’. Most of the face-to-face research was done in Egypt and Lebanon – two countries that provide interesting contrasts. This was supplemented from a variety of other sources including news reports, correspondence by email, articles in magazines and academic journals, discussions published on websites, plus a review of the way homosexuality is treated in the Arabic media, in novels and in films.

One basic issue that I have sought to explain is the reluctance of Arab societies to tolerate homosexuality or even to acknowledge that it exists. This has not always been the case. Historically, Arab societies have been relatively tolerant of sexual diversity – perhaps more so than others. Evidence of their previous tolerance can be found in Arabic literary works, in the accounts of early travellers and the examples of Europeans who settled in Arab countries to escape sexual persecution at home. Despite the more hostile moral climate today, however, same-sex activity continues largely undeterred. This is not quite as paradoxical as it might seem. As with many other things that are forbidden in Arab society, appearances are what count; so long as everyone can pretend that it doesn’t happen, there is no need to do anything stop it. That scarcely amounts to tolerance and the effects, unfortunately, are all too obvious. People whose sexuality does not fit the norm have no legal rights; they are condemned to a life of secrecy, fearing exposure and sometimes blackmail; many are forced into unwanted marriages for the sake of their family’s reputation; there is no redress if they are discriminated against; and agencies providing advice on sexuality and related health matters are virtually non-existent.

A point to be made clear from the outset is that Arabs who engage in same-sex activities do not necessarily regard themselves as gay, lesbian, bisexual, etc. Some do, but many (probably the vast majority) do not. This is partly because the boundaries of sexuality are less clearly defined than in the West but also because Arab society is more concerned with sexual acts than sexual orientations or identities. Although it is generally accepted in many parts of the world that sexual orientation is neither a conscious choice nor anything that can be changed voluntarily, this idea has not yet taken hold in Arab countries – with the result that homosexuality tends to be viewed either as wilfully perverse behaviour or as a symptom of mental illness, and dealt with accordingly.

A further complication in the Middle East is that attitudes towards homosexuality (along with women’s rights and human rights in general) have become entangled in international politics, forming yet another barrier to social progress. Cultural protectionism is one way of opposing Western policies that are viewed as domineering, imperialistic, etc, and so exaggerated images of a licentious West, characterised in the popular imagination by female nudity and male homosexuality, are countered by invoking a supposedly traditional Arab morality.

To portray such attitudes as collective homophobia misses the mark, however. They are part of the overall fabric and cannot be addressed in isolation: they are intimately linked to other issues – political, social, religious and cultural – that must all be confronted if there is ever to be genuine reform. One of the core arguments of this book, therefore, is that sexual rights are not only a basic element of human rights but should have an integral part in moves towards Arab reform, too. Open discussion of sexuality can also bring other reform-related issues into sharper focus.

Many of the Arabs that I interviewed were deeply pessimistic about the likelihood of significant change, though personally I have always been more hopeful. In countries where sexual diversity is now tolerated and respected the prospects must have looked similarly bleak in the past. The denunciations of sexual non-conformity emanating from the Arab world today are also uncannily similar, in both their tone and their arguments, to those that were heard in other places years ago … and ultimately rejected.

Unspeakable Love was first published in 2006. Since then, I have continued following developments in the Middle East and this second edition brings the picture up to date. Unfortunately, I cannot say that the situation on the ground has improved much, though there seems to be more recognition that homosexuality does exist in the Arab countries – which is a start. Where opportunities have arisen, gay and lesbian Arabs have become more visible and assertive, with some of them writing blogs. Several new publications have appeared, either in print or on the internet, and the number of Arab LGBT organisations has grown – though with the exception of Lebanon they still tend to be based outside their home countries.

Many people have helped with this work by offering their time for discussions, providing contacts, reading drafts of the text and suggesting improvements. For obvious reasons, most would prefer not to be thanked by name but I am grateful to them all, nonetheless.

Since the main object of this book is to stimulate debate, readers who wish to take part in further discussion can do so by visiting the relevant section of my website, www.al-bab.com/unspeakablelove. The footnotes are also available there in an online version which provides easy access to web pages mentioned in the text.

I might add, for the benefit of any readers whose native language is not English, that Unspeakable Love is also available in Arabic (Al-Hubb al-Mamnu’a) published by Dar al Saqi and from other publishers in French (Parias: gays et lesbiennes dans le monde arabe), Italian (L’amore che non si puo dire), Spanish (Amor sin nombre) and Swedish (Onämnbar Kärlek).

Brian Whitaker

March 2011


A Note on Terminology

One of the problems when writing about same-sex issues is choosing terminology that is accurate and acceptable to the people concerned but does not become too cumbersome when used repeatedly. Many English-language newspapers treat ‘gay’ and ‘homosexual’ as more or less interchangeable. The style guide of The Times newspaper advises that ‘gay’ is ‘now fully acceptable as a synonym for homosexual or lesbian’, while the Guardian says ‘gay’ is ‘synonymous with homosexual, and on the whole preferable’. Guidelines issued by the BBC for its broadcasters in August 2002 state:


Some people believe the word ‘homosexual’ has negative overtones, even that it is demeaning. Most homosexual men and women prefer the words ‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’. Either word is acceptable as an alternative to homosexual, but ‘gay’ should be used only as an adjective. ‘Gay’ as a noun – ‘gays gathered for a demonstration’ – is not acceptable. If you wish to use homosexual, as adjective or noun, do so. It is also useful, as it applies to men and women.



In the context of Arab and Islamic societies, however, proper use of ‘gay’ is more complicated. The word carries connotations of a certain lifestyle (as found among gay people in the West) and it implies a sexual identity that people may not personally adopt. ‘Homosexual’ – describing a person – may not have the same westernised connotations but can be equally inappropriate, especially where homosexual acts are an occasional alternative to those with the opposite sex.

Arabic itself has no generally-accepted equivalent of the word ‘gay’. The term for ‘homosexuality’ (al-mithliyya al-jinsiyya – literally: ‘sexual same-ness’) is of recent coinage but is increasingly adopted by serious newspapers and in academic articles. The related word mithli is beginning to be used for ‘gay’ or ‘homosexual’. Meanwhile, the popular media continue to use the heavily-loaded shaadh (‘queer’, ‘pervert’, ‘deviant’). The traditional word for ‘lesbian’ is suhaaqiyya, though some argue that this has negative connotations and prefer mithliyya (the feminine of mithli). Arabs also have a variety of more-or-less insulting words for sexual types (e.g. effeminate men) and those who favour certain kinds of sexual act. Arabic terminology is discussed more fully in Chapter Seven.

For the purposes of this book, the following English usage has been adopted:

Homosexuality: Acts and feelings of a sexual nature between people of the same gender, whether male or female, and whether or not the people involved regard themselves as gay, lesbian, etc.

Homosexual: Behaviour, feelings, practices, etc, directed towards people of the same gender. It is used adjectivally in the text but not as a noun (e.g. ‘a homosexual’).

Lesbian: Applied to women who have adopted this as their sexual identity.

Gay: Applied to men who have adopted this as their sexual identity. In some contexts (e.g. ‘gay community’) the term should be regarded as shorthand which includes various other non-heterosexual identities: lesbian, bisexual, transgender, etc.

Gay rights: A shorthand way of referring to all sexual rights of a non-heterosexual nature. Not restricted to gay men.

Transgender: Refers to people who for physical or psychological reasons do not consider they belong to the gender originally assigned to them.

The usage outlined above applies to the author’s text; quotations reproduced within the text may contain different usages.


ONE

A Question of Honour

FACED WITH THE PROBLEM of a son who shows no interest in girls, the first instinct of many Arab parents is to seek medical help. Salim was twenty when his family asked if he was gay. He said yes, and they bundled him off to see the head of psychiatry at one of Egypt’s leading universities. Salim told the professor that he had read about homosexuality and knew it wasn’t a mental illness, but the professor disagreed. ‘An illness,’ he replied, ‘is any deviation from normality.’

The professor offered Salim a course of psychiatric treatment lasting six months. ‘He told me he couldn’t say what the treatment would be until he knew more about my problem,’ Salim said. ‘I asked how he knew it would take six months, and he said that’s what it usually takes. I turned it down.’1

Six months’ psychotherapy may be pointless, but there are far worse alternatives. Stories abound in Egypt and other Arab countries of sons with homosexual tendencies being physically attacked by their families or forced to leave home. Ahmed2 told of a friend whose father discovered he was having a homosexual relationship and, after a beating, sent him to a psychiatrist. ‘The treatment involved showing pictures of men and women, and giving him electric shocks if he looked at the men,’ Ahmed said. ‘After a few weeks of this he persuaded a woman to pretend to be his girlfriend. His father was happy for a while – until he found a text message from the boyfriend on his son’s mobile phone.’ The beatings resumed and the young man fled to the United States.

Ali, still in his late teens, comes from a traditional Shi‘a family in Lebanon and, as he says himself, it’s obvious that he is gay. Before fleeing his family home he suffered abuse from relatives that included hitting him with a chair so hard that it broke, imprisoning him in the house for five days, locking him in the boot of a car, and threatening him with a gun when he was caught wearing his sister’s clothes.3 According to Ali, an older brother told him: ‘I’m not sure you’re gay, but if I find out one day that you are gay, you’re dead. It’s not good for our family and our name.’

A year on, having left home and found a job in a different part of Lebanon, Ali seemed remarkably phlegmatic about his relatives’ behaviour. ‘They are a Lebanese family and they didn’t have enough information about gay life,’ he said. ‘For my dad, being gay is like being a prostitute. He would say: ‘Is someone forcing you to do this?’ My family would ask: ‘Why are you walking like that?’ My sister suggested going to a doctor. She said it’s time to get married and have sons and daughters. I thought something was wrong with me, then I met a guy who told me about gay life and I started to understand myself more.’

The final break came when Ali’s father seized his mobile phone and found gay messages on it. ‘My dad told me I couldn’t go out any more – I had to stay at home 24/24. After two hours I just put all my things in my bag and said I’m leaving. My brother said, “Let him leave, he’s going to come back after a couple of hours.” That was a year ago when I was eighteen. For the first three months I lived with my boyfriend.’

Asked if he thought the conflict with his family was over, Ali replied: ‘No. It will come back when one of my parents dies.’ Out of concern for his safety, friends recorded a detailed statement of his experiences and deposited it with a lawyer. They also urged him to leave the country but he was unable to retrieve the necessary papers from his family’s home in order to get a visa.

The threats directed against Ali by his brother, and the accusation that he was besmirching the family’s name, reflect a concept of ‘honour’ that is found in those parts of the Middle East where old-fashioned social values still prevail. Preserving the family ‘honour’ requires brothers to kill an unmarried sister if she becomes pregnant (even if – as has happened in some cases – her pregnancy is the result of being raped by one of her own family). Although deaths of gay men in ‘honour’ killings have been suspected but not confirmed,4 at least one non-fatal shooting has been recorded.

A Canadian TV documentary highlighted the case of a gay Jordanian, the son of a wealthy politician.5 At the age of twenty-nine he was forced into marriage by his father when rumours spread about his sexuality. The man, identified by the name ‘al-Hussein’, said he had told his fiancée the truth but she went ahead with the marriage because of his family’s social standing. They later had three children by artificial insemination.

Al-Hussein continued to have discreet same-sex relationships but, after ten years of marriage, he fell in love with a member of Jordan’s national judo team, separated from his wife and moved to a house on the outskirts of the capital, Amman, to spend more time with his male lover. One night, his brother saw the two men kissing and pushed al-Hussein down the stairs. He spent three months in hospital recovering from the injuries, with an armed bodyguard outside the door. Later, his brother found him in the hospital lobby following a visit from his lover, and shot him in the leg. His brother, a Jordanian civil servant, was never prosecuted for the attacks because they were considered a family matter.6

On his discharge from hospital, al-Hussein was not allowed back to his own house but became, in effect, a prisoner in his brother’s home, confined to a tiny room with bars on the window. A sympathetic aunt who was living in Toronto persuaded the family to let him join her in Canada and he was eventually allowed to go in return for signing over all his possessions – his house, his interior design business, two cars and his inheritance rights – to the brother who had shot him.

‘I don’t approve of what my brother did,’ al-Hussein told a Canadian newspaper, ‘but I understand why he did it. It was about preserving the family’s honour.’7

* * *

WHETHER A GAY ARAB is considered mad or bad – as a case for psychotherapy or punishment – depends largely on family background. ‘What people know of it, if they know anything, is that it’s like some sort of mental illness,’ said Billy,8 a doctor’s son in his final year of studies at Cairo University. ‘This is the educated part of society – doctors, teachers, engineers, technocrats. Those from a lesser educational background deal with it differently. They think their son was seduced or lured or came under bad influences. Many of them get absolutely furious and kick him out until he changes his behaviour.’

A point made repeatedly by young gay Arabs in interviews was that parental ignorance is a large part of the problem: the lack of public discussion about homosexuality results in a lack of level-headed and scientifically accurate newspaper articles, books and TV programmes that might help relatives to cope better. The stigma attached to homosexuality also makes it difficult for families to seek advice from their friends. Confronted by an unfamiliar situation, and with no idea how to deal with it themselves, the natural inclination of parents from a professional background is to seek help from another professional such as a psychiatrist. In Egypt this is a common middle-class reaction to a variety of behavioural ‘problems’. One (heterosexual) Egyptian recalled that his parents had sent him to a psychiatrist because he regularly smoked cannabis. The treatment failed, but he went on to become a successful journalist.

Psychotherapy in Egypt doesn’t come cheap.9 There’s also no evidence that it ‘cures’ anyone. Contrary to the prevailing medical opinion elsewhere in the world, the belief that homosexuality is some form of mental illness is widespread in the Middle East, and many of the psychiatrists who treat it do nothing to disabuse their clients.

In the West, sexual reorientation (‘reparative’) therapies are rejected by most mental health organisations but supported by some evangelical Christian groups. Treatment is not permitted in Britain, though it is offered by some therapists in mainland Europe. In the United States, the only treatment approved by the American Psychiatric Association is ‘affirmative therapy’, which aims to reconcile clients with their sexuality. For other forms of treatment, clients must sign a consent document acknowledging the APA’s view that sexual reorientation is impossible and that attempting it may cause psychological damage.10

In Egypt, treating gay men is a ‘not very prominent and very under-developed’ branch of psychiatry, Billy said. Treatments described by interviewees, either from personal experience or that of their friends, range from counselling to aversion therapy (electric shocks, etc). Futile as this may be in terms of reorientating the client, it is not necessarily a total waste of money: Billy cited several cases where failed therapy had helped to convince parents that their son would not change, and thus persuade them to accept his sexuality.

In contrast to their perplexed parents, gay youngsters from Egypt’s professional class are often well-informed about their sexuality long before it turns into a family crisis. Sometimes their knowledge comes from older or more experienced gay friends, but mostly it comes from searching the Internet.11 This of course requires basic computer literacy, access to the Internet and fluency in English (or possibly French), and is therefore only available to the better educated. ‘If it wasn’t for the Internet I wouldn’t have come to accept my sexuality,’ Salim said, but he was concerned that much of the information and advice provided by gay websites is addressed to a Western audience and may be unsuitable for people living in Arab societies. Many of these sites carry first-person ‘coming-out’ stories from Westerners who found the experience positive, or at least not as painful as they expected. The danger of this, Salim explained, is that it encourages Arab readers to do the same – and the results can be catastrophic, especially if they have no access to support and advice when relatives and friends respond badly. The difficulty of finding a sympathetic ear is illustrated by the case of one anguished Lebanese student who, knowing of nobody to turn to locally, sent an email to a professor in the United States who had written articles about Islam and homosexuality. Purely by chance, the professor knew someone in Lebanon who could help.

Having a lesbian daughter is less likely to cause a family crisis than having a gay son, according to Laila, an Egyptian lesbian in her twenties.12 Her mother had once broached the question of her sexuality by asking: ‘Do you like women?’ – to which Laila replied ‘Yes, of course.’ Her mother put the question again: ‘I mean, do you really like women? Don’t you want to get married and have children?’ That was the only time the subject had ever come up, Laila said, and even then her mother seemed relatively unconcerned.

Laila suggested two reasons for a more relaxed attitude towards lesbian daughters. One results from a heavily male-orientated society in which the hopes of traditional Arab families are pinned on their male offspring. Baby girls are not particularly welcomed and many parents continue having children until they produce a son. Boys therefore come under greater pressure than girls to live up to parental aspirations. The other factor is that lesbian inclinations remove some of a family’s usual worries as their daughter passes through her teens and early twenties. The main behavioural requirement placed on a young woman during this dangerous period is that she should not ‘dishonour’ the family by losing her virginity or getting pregnant before marriage. A daughter’s preference for women at least reassures the family that she won’t bring shame on them by getting into trouble with men.

Laila’s experience was not shared by Sahar,13 a lesbian from Beirut, however. ‘My mother found out when I was fairly young – around sixteen or seventeen – that I was interested in women, and she wasn’t happy about it,’ she said. Sahar was being treated for depression at the time and her university-educated mother decided to change the therapist. ‘The previous one was sympathetic. Instead, she took me to a very homophobic therapist who suggested all manner of ridiculous things – shock therapy and so on.’ Sahar thought it best to play along with her mother’s wishes – and still does. ‘I re-closeted myself and started going out with a guy,’ she said. ‘I’m twenty-six years old now and I shouldn’t have to be doing this, but it’s just a matter of convenience, really. My mum doesn’t mind me having gay male friends but she doesn’t like me being with women. I’ve heard and seen much more extreme reactions. At least I wasn’t kicked out of the house.’

None of the young people interviewed in Egypt had initiated a conversation about their sexuality with a parent. ‘People rarely come out to their family,’ Billy said. ‘They wouldn’t tell their parents directly but might tell an aunt or uncle or a person they really trust.’ Even so, it is a high-risk strategy: ‘For those that I know [who did tell], it was such a drama.’ Parents sometimes raise the issue, Billy said – either because they have noticed their son or daughter mixing with unconventional friends or because they have decided it is time for marriage. In Salim’s case, although his parents had been the first to broach the question of his sexuality, he said he had provoked them into doing so – mainly because he feared being pressurised into getting married. ‘I kept giving them hints, like laughing whenever they mentioned marriage.’

Marriage is more or less obligatory in traditional Arab households. Arranged marriages are widespread and parents often determine the timing, as well as taking on the responsibility of finding a suitable partner. Sons and daughters who are not particularly attracted to the opposite sex may contrive to postpone it for a while but the range of plausible excuses for not marrying at all is severely limited. This presents them with an unenviable choice: to declare their sexuality (with all the consequences that can entail) or to accept that marriage is inevitable and either try to suppress their homosexual feelings or pursue outlets for them alongside marriage.

Parental pressures of this kind, although extremely common, can vary in intensity from one family to another and are not universal. ‘It depends on how you manage your career,’ Billy said. ‘There is less pressure to get married if you are focused on a career. If you’re not doing much and seem to be messing about, parents will start talking about marriage.’

There are also some families where issues of sexuality are never raised, even obliquely, and even when it must be obvious to the parents that their son or daughter does not live up to conventional expectations of heterosexuality. ‘Adagio’, the only son of an Egyptian army officer, had reached the age of twenty-five without any hints from his family about the need to marry or any questions about his sexuality. They would complain if he stayed out all night without phoning them, but they never enquired too deeply about why he was staying out.14

There is surely an element of ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ in this, a feeling that it will be better for the whole family if any suspicions remain unconfirmed. In the absence of confirmation the parents can still hope for a change in their son’s behaviour. It is not entirely a forlorn hope. A point made repeatedly by interviewees in Egypt was that to be gay and Arab is often extremely lonely. Adagio said several of his gay friends had gone on to marry or were planning to do so – not because of family pressures but because they feared ‘being alone’ as they grew older. Their sexual feelings were largely unchanged by marriage, however. One of them, Adagio’s first boyfriend who had since fathered a child, complained privately that sex with his wife was not as enjoyable as it had been with Adagio. Two of Adagio’s other friends had taken a different route out of the gay life: by killing themselves.

The sense of duty that Arabs in general feel towards other members of their family is extremely powerful. Gay or lesbian Arabs are no exception to this and often they are willing to put family loyalties before their own sexuality. Hassan,15 in his early twenties, comes from a prosperous and respectable Palestinian family who have lived in the United States for many years but whose values seem largely unaffected by their move to a different culture. His eldest sister is betrothed to a young man from another Arab-American family, and it was arranged in the traditional way, with a meeting between the two families who agreed that the couple were suitable and would marry when they had finished their studies. Until then, they remain apart and do not mix with the opposite sex. Hassan’s family were unsure whether to let their daughter leave home to study but they allayed their fears by getting a relative who lives near the university to check on her at frequent intervals.

In due course the family will expect Hassan, his younger brother and his two other sisters to follow a similar path into married life, and so far Hassan has done nothing to ruffle their plans. What none of them know, however, is that he is an active member of al-Fatiha, the organisation for gay and lesbian Muslims.16 Hassan has no intention of telling them, and he hopes they will never find out because it would be a disaster for the entire household. Though he has grown up gay, he was born with inescapable responsibilities to his family.

‘I’m the eldest son of an eldest son of an eldest son,’ he said. ‘That means a lot to them. When I was born, my father took my name: he became known as Abu Hassan – the father of Hassan.17

‘Of course, my family can see that I’m not macho like my younger brother. They know that I’m sensitive, that I’m effeminate and I don’t like sport. They accept all that, but I cannot tell them that I’m gay. If I did, my sisters would never be able to marry, because we would not be a respectable family any more.’

While Hassan continues with his studies he is under no pressure to marry, but he knows the time will come and is already working on a compromise solution, as he calls it. When he reaches the age of thirty he will get married – to a lesbian from a respectable Muslim family. He is not sure if they will have same-sex partners outside the marriage but he hopes they will have children and that, to outward appearances at least, they too will be a respectable family.

* * *

GHAITH, a Syrian, grew up with his sister in a single-parent family. ‘My mum and dad got divorced when we were really young,’ he said.18 ‘It was definitely not easy for my mum. She raised us by herself and everybody’s eyes were on us. She was always scared of what people would say about how she was a single mother. I feel that in a way me and my sister were like an exam for her – if we screwed up everybody was going to blame her. This was her biggest concern when she heard I was gay.’

In 1999, Ghaith was in his final year studying fashion design in Damascus, where he often hung around with five other student friends. ‘We were three boys and three girls,’ he said. ‘We were like boyfriends and girlfriends, but in Syria boyfriends and girlfriends don’t sleep together. They don’t even kiss each other or anything, except rarely. Of course, I had known that I was gay for a long time but I never allowed myself to even think about it until I went to college. Then, for the first time in my life I met people who had no problem with being homosexual. Most of them were homosexual themselves – they were fashion teachers.’

Ghaith developed a crush on one of his teachers. ‘I felt this thing for him that I never knew I could feel,’ he recalled. ‘I used to see him and almost pass out every day. One day I was at his place with a lot of guys and girls. We were having a party and I got drunk. My teacher said he had a problem with his back and I offered him a massage. We went into the bedroom. I was massaging him and suddenly I felt so happy. He was facing down on the bed so I turned his face towards my face and kissed him.

‘He was like … “What are you doing? You’re not gay.”’

‘I said: “Yes, I am.”’

‘It was the first time I had actually said that I was gay. After that I couldn’t see anybody or speak for almost a week. I just went to my room and stayed there, I stopped going to school, I stopped eating, I stopped doing everything. I was so upset at myself and I was going … “No, I’m not gay, I’m not gay, I’m not.” It was very difficult for me at that time. Everything in my life had suddenly changed, but I also felt this happiness too.’

Ghaith decided to entrust his secret to a female cousin. ‘She lives in the United States and I really love her. I called her and told her: “I really don’t know what to say. I’ll understand if you never speak to me again, blah blah blah, but I’m gay”.’

‘She was laughing and she said: “I will never be upset if you are gay. I’ll be happy for you, you’re not doing anything wrong.” She told me that it’s not something you have to be ashamed of. It’s who you are and you should be proud of yourself.

‘So next day, after a week on my own in my room, I went to school and told my friends. They were mostly cool about it and some of them said: “Yeah, we knew.” Then this girl, the one who was supposedly my girlfriend, was so upset she said: “I don’t want to hurt you or anything, but I really think you should see a shrink.”

‘I said I didn’t feel I had anything wrong with me but I would do it just because I didn’t want her to misunderstand me. She said: “Do it for me.” So I told her: “You find me a shrink and I will go.”

‘So I went to this psychiatrist and before I saw him I was stupid enough to fill in a form with the whole info about who I was, with my family’s phone number.

‘I told the doctor I had no problem but had come just to prove to my friend that it’s not a sickness. He was very rude and we almost had a fight. He treated me like shit. He said: “You’re the garbage of the country, you shouldn’t be alive and if you want to live, don’t live here. Just find a visa and leave Syria and don’t ever come back.”

‘Before I reached home he had called my mum, because I had put the phone number on the form, and my mum freaked out. She gathered all my straight friends and two of my uncles, and my sister and her husband. When I arrived home there were all these people in the house. My mum was crying, my sister was crying, and I thought somebody had died or something. They put me in the middle and everybody was judging me and humiliating me.

‘I said to them: “You have to respect who I am, this was not something I chose.” I told them everything I had read about homosexuality, but it was a hopeless case. It was a very stupid move when I think about it now. I should have just denied it and everything would have been fine.

‘The bad part was that my mum wanted me to leave the college. She was right in a way, because the college had changed me – it had opened my mind. Before that I was a typical Syrian guy but then I stopped behaving like the others. In Syria, everybody has to be a stereotype. If you don’t have a big moustache and short hair it’s always a problem.

‘Anyway, my mother threatened she was going to stop paying the college and I said: “No, I’ll do whatever you want.” It was my final year and I was first in the class and doing very well. After that, she started taking me to therapists. I went to at least twenty-five different therapists and they were all really, really bad. Really bad. They did all sorts of medical tests, like hormones and things, and they always made you masturbate into this little container.

‘In Syria they think the only reason why you would be gay is that you’re over-feminine, that you’re having problems with your hormones … that you’re transsexual, basically. I told them, “No, I don’t want to be a woman, I’m a man.” It’s very difficult but I totally understand. I used to be aggressive against gay people myself – maybe because I was gay and not admitting it.

‘One day we were having a family dinner and I had to go to see another therapist. My brother-in law offered to drive me there. While we were in the car he said, “You know, I married your sister because she’s from a good family and she has a good reputation. I don’t care about you or what you do, but if I ever hear anyone say my brother-in-law is gay I’m going to divorce your sister.” I felt sad for my sister more than anything else, and she would have been stupid enough to blame me for the divorce if it happened.

‘My sister was pregnant at the time and I wanted her to feel close to me. I told her: “I hope you’re going to have a little girl and I’m going to make dresses for her.” My sister said: “Yes, I hope it’s a girl too, because if it’s a boy I’ll be so scared if you touch him.” That was mean.

‘After what my brother-in-law had said, I decided to stop resisting. I said “Khallas! I cannot do this any more. Nobody is remotely trying to understand me.” I started agreeing with the psychiatrist and saying “Yes, you’re right.” I was going there every day and soon he was saying“I think you’re doing better.” He gave me some medicine that I never took. I have no idea what it was, but he used to charge a big bill.

‘So everybody was fine with it after a while, because the doctor said I was doing OK, and because I was lying to the doctor. But I don’t think anybody was convinced 100 percent.’

As soon as he graduated, Ghaith left home and left Syria. Six years on, he is a successful fashion designer in neighbouring Lebanon, though he visits his family occasionally. He feels that the experience has affected his mother and sister in different ways. His sister – once very traditionally-minded – has become more understanding, while his mother, who was once a very open person, never talks about his sexuality. ‘I’ve tried to open the subject a few times but it never worked out,’ he said. ‘My mum is in denial. She keeps asking when I am going to get married: “When can I hold your children?” In Syria this is the way people think. Your only mission in life is to grow up and start a family, then raise your children so they can start their own family. There are no real dreams. The only Arab dream is having more families.’

* * *

BY THE TIME he reached his teens, Haider Jaber knew he was different. Maybe it was the way he walked or talked, but other kids noticed it too. Some of them used to hit him or throw stones. ‘They would gather round and call me “gay boy”, “woman” or ask me to suck their penis,’ he said. ‘Sometimes, I would have to wait in school until everyone else had gone for my parents to collect me, or I would take very long routes home to avoid them.’19

In many countries Haider would have had people to help and support him, but growing up gay in Saddam Hussein’s Iraq there was little chance of that. ‘In my society it was something that I had to hide,’ he said. After finishing at school, Haider went on to study medicine at a university in Baghdad, where he hoped the students would be a little more understanding. As a precaution, he tried to hide his gayness and ‘hung around with girls a lot’ but it didn’t do much good. ‘People still suspected that I was gay and some of the older students abused me,’ he recalled.

In the meantime, he was secretly having an affair with Alaa, who he had met in a video shop. ‘Alaa was interested in western music and movies just like me, and we shared a lot of things in common,’ Haider said. They were friends for a year without discussing anything about their sexuality – though eventually they became lovers.

Haider was in the midst of his final exams when Alaa urged him to have a break by going for a drive. ‘He thought it would be nice to take me out from the environment of studying and revising. We went to a bridge where it was romantic … I used to like that place and he knew that.’

Just as they were kissing, the Iraqi police spotted them.


We were pulled out of the car and the policemen were very aggressive. One of them slapped me on my cheeks very hard and I started crying. They dragged me into the police car and they told Alaa to follow. I was begging them and telling them I had done nothing wrong. They said: ‘Son of a bitch, we will fuck your mother and sister in front of you’, ‘We’ll put the pistol in your ass if you keep moaning’, and a lot of other things.

They drove towards the police station but did not actually get into the building. We were driven a bit away from the police station and then taken out of the cars. They basically wanted money. They said we should pay them so that they would leave us alone. They asked for about $1,000 in the beginning. I was only a student and we said we could not afford it. They agreed at last on $400.



In comparison with today, those were the good times for gay Iraqis. In the aftermath of Saddam Hussein’s overthrow, Iraq was engulfed in a new kind of tyranny as militias and vigilante groups roamed the streets, enforcing their own rules and imposing mob justice on those whose behaviour they disapproved of. When the war began in 2003, Haider was working as a doctor in a Baghdad hospital and had struck up another relationship – this time with Ali, who he had met in a clothes shop.


I used to be seen going to my house with Ali. People then started to approach both of us asking us why we were going home together. They were men from the neighbouring houses and men who used to own shops there.

At the end of 2003, I was coming back from the hospital and I was stopped by about four or five men, one of whom I knew as he was a neighbour. I tried to walk away but I was grabbed by the collar of my shirt. They asked me about Ali and why I was bringing him to the neighbourhood. I said he was just a friend of mine. They said they knew I was having sex with him. I denied it. They said that if they saw this man [Ali] again in that area, they would cut his legs off.

They told me that I had to change … That I had to be heterosexual. I had to marry a woman. I was told to grow a moustache and beard. I was told not to wear jeans or tight clothes and that I must not grow my hair long and that I should not wear bright colours or shirts with English writings or western style. I must attend the mosque frequently for prayers and lectures to be a good man. They said they had decided not to execute me but to change me.

I said this was unfair. One of the men punched me in the face. One of them then pushed me on to my side and I hurt my back and they started kicking me. I was just about to pass out when one of them said that they should ‘just leave the animal there’. There was no one who could help me … they would also have been beaten. A lot of people were watching from a distance (women, children, old men, boys and other young men), some seemed to enjoy the scene and others were encouraging and cheering them.



A few weeks later, Haider received a threatening letter issued in the name of the Badr militia. It accused him of not changing his ways and said he had been ‘sentenced’ to exile in order to ‘cleanse’ the country – adding that if he failed to leave he would be killed.

A month passed, then four men with red scarves around their heads and faces burst into the house where he had been living and searched it, looking for him. Haider, fortunately, was working in the hospital at the time. His uncle told the men he had gone abroad but they said they didn’t believe him. Another month passed, then two men turned up inside the hospital, apparently with connivance from the hospital’s security guards. One of the doctors tipped off Haider that they were looking for him, and he fled by an emergency exit to the female doctors’ residence.


I had to hide in the female doctors’ residence for, I think, a complete three days. I was stuck, as I knew the security people had seen me come into the hospital. The female doctors were worried and said I would have to leave the hospital. A doctor friend came up with the idea that at night-time the security would be less. He said he would take me down to a car and they would take me out of the hospital in the boot of the car. I managed to escape to my aunt’s house and contacted Ali over the phone. I told him that I had to leave Iraq and that he had to leave too. I had heard that three gay men had been killed in public at that time.



A few days later four men forced their way into the house where Ali was living and took him away – never to be seen again. ‘His family have been told by men who were close to the Badr militias that Ali was tortured and killed,’ Haider said. ‘They held a funeral for him but without the body. I was absolutely terrified and I knew that my life in Iraq had reached an end.’

He set out in a shared taxi on the dangerous overland route to neighbouring Jordan. ‘It was terribly scary,’ he said. ‘We were expecting to get stopped at any time by a gang of terrorists. They used to stop people along the way to see if there were any foreigners, or to ask for money or even the car itself sometimes. But we were lucky that day as the car which left Baghdad before us was stopped and the passengers were asked to give all their money.’

Eventually, Haider reached Britain and applied for asylum – which is rarely a simple matter, even in a case as harrowing as his. At first he was refused but then, after an appeal, received the good news that he would be allowed to stay. At 28, he could finally settle into a new life, working at a hospital in Scotland. But he still grieved for his murdered lover, Ali. ‘I really miss him,’ he said. ‘He did not deserve what happened. I just want his body to have it buried. They think that we [gay people] do not even deserve a proper grave.’

* * *

EMIGRATION IS ONE OPTION that many young Arabs contemplate – especially those who are gay or lesbian. Khalid, an Egyptian with a British boyfriend of six years’ standing, was planning to apply for residence in Britain, while Laila was hoping to go abroad to raise a child. ‘I’m a lesbian but I’m also a woman, and women have maternal feelings,’ she said, adding that life as a single mother would be just too difficult in Egypt. Acquiring permanent residence abroad, however, is not particularly easy.

Countries that have signed the 1951 UN Refugee Convention have a legal duty to offer protection to anyone with ‘a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion’, and it is possible to interpret this as including those who are persecuted, or fear persecution, because of their sexual orientation. In Britain, for example, a legal ruling in 1999 determined that lesbian and gay people constitute a ‘social group’ under the terms of the refugee convention and are therefore eligible for asylum.20 The United States takes a similar view.21 To bring a claim for asylum, applicants have to show that there is a ‘reasonable’ likelihood of serious harm – extra-judicial execution, physical violence, torture, denial of liberty, etc – if they return to their home country. The serious harm must come from the authorities or other sections of the population from whom the authorities are either unable or unwilling to protect the asylum seeker.22

Despite the acceptance of sexuality-based persecution as grounds for asylum in the US, Britain, Australia, Canada and several other countries, the number of successful applications has been relatively small and many of those in Britain were initially refused but eventually won on appeal.23 The Stonewall gay rights organisation cautions: ‘The vast majority of applications for asylum are refused. This is not an easy route …’24

At least two gay asylum seekers in Britain have ended up killing themselves. Hussein Nasseri, a twenty-six-year-old Iranian, shot himself at Fort Fun, a children’s play centre in Eastbourne, in June 2004 – just two weeks after his appeal to remain in the UK was rejected. He had fled from Iran claiming he had been imprisoned because of his sexuality and would be persecuted if he returned. At the inquest into his death, a coroner noted that the refusal of asylum was ‘an obvious motive’ for his suicide.25 In September 2003, Israfil Shiri, another Iranian, poured petrol over his body and set fire to himself in the offices of Refugee Action in Manchester. He had sought refuge in Britain to avoid having his homosexuality exposed but, following the rejection of his asylum application, had been homeless, destitute and unable to receive medical care for a painful bowel condition.26

Among the successful cases in the United States was one brought by a gay Lebanese man who had been detained, assaulted and threatened with death by a Muslim militia. His application was backed up by evidence from experts about socio-religious conditions in the country and Lebanese newspaper articles naming people who had been arrested for homosexuality. Another man granted asylum in the US was Mr H, a Jordanian with permanent residence in Saudi Arabia, who had suffered years of ill-treatment because his father suspected he was gay. When the suspicions were confirmed, his father threatened to kill him. An additional reason for granting asylum in this case was that Mr H could not expect police protection because homosexuality is criminalised in Jordan, the country of his birth, and is grounds for execution in Saudi Arabia, where he lived.27

On the other hand, Norway rejected an application from a twenty-five-year-old Moroccan whose very religious father had allegedly demanded that he marry his cousin and threatened to report his homosexuality to the police if he refused. An appeal court decided that the risk of imprisonment if he returned home was low and argued that Morocco was a relatively large country where the man would not have much difficulty hiding from his father.28 The first person to be granted asylum in France on grounds of sexual orientation, in 1997, was an Algerian who had founded an AIDS organisation and another to promote human rights. He had suffered at the hands of Algerian police who had frequently assaulted and arrested him, and had also been pursued and threatened with death by civilians.29

The other main route to residence abroad is through sexual partnership with a foreigner – though by definition this only applies to those who can prove a long-standing relationship with someone from a country that recognises same-sex couples for the purposes of immigration. In Britain, residence is granted under the Unmarried Partners Rule, first introduced in 1999, which applies to both unmarried heterosexual couples and gay couples, granting them the same immigration rights that married couples are entitled to. In the absence of a marriage certificate, the couple must convince the authorities that they ‘have been living together in a relationship akin to marriage which has subsisted for two years or more’. This, of course, requires a high level of proof – in fact just the sort of documentary evidence that might get someone arrested in an Arab country.

For Palestinians who face persecution in the West Bank and Gaza, the usual escape route is to Israel, where sexual relations between men have long been legal.30 The punishment for same-sex acts under Palestinian law is not entirely clear,31 though in practice this is less significant than the extra-judicial punishments reportedly meted out by the authorities and the threats that gay men face from relatives intent on preserving family ‘honour’.

The American magazine, The New Republic, described the case of Tayseer, a Palestinian from Gaza, who was eighteen when an elder brother caught him in bed with a boyfriend.32 His family beat him and his father threatened to strangle him if it ever happened again. A few months later, a young man Tayseer had never met before invited him into an orange grove for sex:


The next day he received a police summons. At the station Tayseer was told that his sex partner was in fact a police agent whose job is to ferret out homosexuals. If Tayseer wanted to avoid prison, he too would have to become an undercover sex agent, luring gays into orchards and turning them over to the police.

Tayseer refused to implicate others. He was arrested and hung by his arms from the ceiling. A high-ranking officer he didn’t know arranged for his release and then demanded sex as payback.

Tayseer fled Gaza to Tulkarem on the West Bank, but there too he was eventually arrested. He was forced to stand in sewage water up to his neck, his head covered by a sack filled with faeces, and then he was thrown into a dark cell infested with insects and other creatures he could feel but not see … During one interrogation, police stripped him and forced him to sit on a Coke bottle.33



The key ingredients of Tayseer’s story are repeated in other published accounts given by gay fugitives from the West Bank and Gaza: a violent family reaction, entrapment and blackmail by the police coupled with degrading improvised punishments. The hostility of families is a predictable response from those who regard homosexuality as a betrayal of ‘traditional’ Arab-Islamic values and is by no means unique to Palestine, but while it might be possible in some Arab countries to take refuge from relatives in the anonymity of big cities, the Palestinian territories are small, with mainly close-knit communities making it difficult to hide.

A further difficulty for Palestinians is that in the highly-charged atmosphere of the conflict with Israel, their sexuality tends to become caught up in politics. Fleeing across the Green Line into Israel is viewed as a betrayal of the Palestinian cause, while those who stay also come under suspicion. ‘In the West Bank and Gaza, it is common knowledge that if you are homosexual you are necessarily a collaborator with Israel,’ said Shaul Gonen, of the Israeli Society for the Protection of Personal Rights.34 Bassim Eid, of the Palestinian Human Rights Monitoring Group, explained: ‘In the Arab mindset, a person who has committed a moral offence is often assumed to be guilty of others, and it radiates out to the family and community. As homosexuality is seen as a crime against nature, it is not hard to link it to collaboration – a crime against nation.’35

This generalised view equating homosexuality with treachery36 makes it extremely dangerous for Palestinians to return home after fleeing to Israel. One man told The New Republic of a friend in the Palestinian police who ran away to Tel Aviv but later went back to Nablus where he was arrested and accused of being a collaborator: ‘They put him in a pit. It was the fast of Ramadan, and they decided to make him fast the whole month but without any break at night. They denied him food and water until he died in that hole.’37 There is little doubt that some – though by no means all – gay Palestinians are indeed forced by their precarious existence to work for Israeli intelligence in exchange for money or administrative favours such as the right to live in Israel; both Eid and Gonen said they knew of several.38 Others, meanwhile, are coerced into undercover work for the Palestinian authorities, and one nineteen-year-old runaway stated in an interview with Israeli television that he had been pressurised by the al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade to become a suicide bomber in order to ‘purge his moral guilt’, though he had refused.39

Estimates of the number of gay Palestinians who have quietly – and usually illegally – taken refuge in Israel range from 300 to 600.40 Although Israel is a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention and recognises same-sex partnerships for immigration purposes, it does not welcome gay Palestinians – mainly because of security fears. This often leaves them trapped in an administrative no-man’s land with little hope of finding a proper job in Israel and constantly at risk of being arrested and deported.41 Some try to disguise themselves by dressing in the style of Israeli youth, wearing fake military dog-tags and even Star of David medallions.42

‘The Palestinians say if you are gay, you must be a collaborator, while the Israelis treat you as a security threat,’ Gonen told a BBC news programme.43 But even if they are neither collaborators nor a security threat, they can easily become targets for exploitation by Israeli men. ‘They work as prostitutes, selling their bodies unwillingly because they have to survive,’ Gonen said. ‘Sometimes the Israeli secret police try to recruit them, sometimes the Palestinian police try to recruit them. In the end they find themselves falling between all chairs. Nobody wants to help them, everybody wants to use them.’

In a broader way too, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict brings an additional complication to debate about gay rights in the Middle East. Israel legalised same-sex relations between men in 1988. Four years later, it went a step further and became the only country in the Middle East to outlaw discrimination based on sexuality. A series of court cases then put the theory into practice – for example, when El Al was forced to provide a free ticket for the partner of a gay flight attendant, as the airline already did for the partners of its straight employees. These are undisputed achievements but they have also become a propaganda tool on both sides. While bolstering Israel’s image as a liberal-democratic society, in the Arab countries they also add grist to the idea that homosexuality is a ‘foreign’ phenomenon. Linking the twin enemies of Israel and homosexuality provides a double whammy for Arab opponents of gay rights, as could be seen from media coverage during the Queen Boat trial in Egypt (see Chapter Three).

The chief reason for the success of gay activists in Israel, according to Lee Walzer, author of Between Sodom and Eden, is that they ‘pursued a very mainstream strategy, seeking to convince the wider public that gay Israelis were good patriotic citizens who just happened to be attracted to the same sex’.44 Acceptance of ‘patriotic’ gay and lesbian Israelis in the armed forces is a victory for equality but it raises other questions relating to gay/lesbian participation in Israel’s military policies and the continuing occupation of Arab land. Arab LGBT activists, along with many others, argue that gay rights cannot be separated from human rights in general.

The more radical Israeli activists also recognise a linkage. In 2001, Walzer recalls, ‘Tel Aviv’s pride parade, typically a celebratory, hedonistic affair, got a dose of politics when a contingent called “Gays in Black” marched with a banner proclaiming, “There’s No Pride In Occupation”.’ Later, a group called Kvisa Sh’chora (‘Dirty Laundry’) sprang up and began drawing parallels between the oppression of sexual minorities and Israeli oppression of the Palestinians. The issue was further highlighted in 2002 when Ariel Sharon became the first Israeli prime minister to formally meet a gay delegation. Activist Hagai El-Ad asked: ‘Is this an achievement for our community, or an example of a lack of feeling, callousness and loss of direction?’ He continued:


It would be unbearable to simply sit with the prime minister and, on behalf of our minority, ignore the human rights of others, including what’s been happening here in relation to Palestine for the past year: roadblocks, prevention of access to medical care, assassinations, and implementation of an apartheid policy in the territories and in Israel.

The struggle for our rights is worthless if it’s indifferent to what’s happening to people a kilometre from here … All we get by holding the meeting with the prime minister is symbolic legitimacy for the community. What he gets for sitting down with us is the mantle of enlightenment and pluralism.45



More recently, Zionists have latched on to the idea of using gay rights to improve Israel’s image abroad – a tactic described by its opponents as ‘pinkwashing’. In 2009, Stand With Us, an ‘Israel advocacy’ group, organised an event called iPride which sought to connect gay pride with Israel pride. It produced two contrasting posters – one about the life of gay men under the Palestinian Authority (illustrated with a hangman’s noose) and the other about life in Israel (a picture of happy people waving rainbow flags). Stand With Us has a controversial reputation. In the United States it has been accused of offensive behaviour towards Jews who don’t share its opinions and it organised a campaign of public support (in both Israel and the US) for the ‘brave men’ from the Israeli military who attacked a flotilla trying to deliver aid to Gaza in 2010. A few weeks later, it attempted to hold a workshop on gay rights in the Middle East at the US Social Forum in Detroit, but four Arab LGBT organisations complained. In a joint statement, they said:


Stand With Us is cynically manipulating the struggle of queer people in the Middle East through its workshop … Stand With Us has no connection with the LGBT movement in the Middle East apart from ties to Zionist Israeli LGBT organisations, yet it claims to speak for and about our movements. It has no credibility in our region, and as organisations working in and from the Middle East, we condemn its attempt to use us, our struggles, our lives, and our experiences as a platform for pro-Israeli propaganda.



The US Social Forum then cancelled the workshop, saying that Stand With Us had violated ‘the submission procedure and transparency requirements’. Meanwhile, Stand With Us appeared to be shifting its campaign to American universities. One of its co-ordinators, Brett Cohen, circulated an email saying he was trying to assemble ‘a speakers bureau of Arab, Israeli, Druze, Phonecian [sic], and Kurdish gay people to tour campuses in the West and talk about gay life in the region’ – though he added: ‘It’s been an uphill battle to say the least.’46


TWO

In Search of a Rainbow

IN THE BEIRUT OFFICE of Helem there’s a poster showing images of war with a message that says: ‘I don’t believe in a country where it’s more acceptable to see two men holding guns than two men holding hands.’ Lebanon has always had more than its share of men holding guns. Men holding hands are a different matter but there are signs that attitudes may be starting to change.

Helem, the first gay and lesbian organisation to be set up in an Arab country, caused a stir in 2003 when 10 of its members joined a protest march against the Iraq war, waving a home-made rainbow flag.1 Four Lebanese newspapers2 noted their presence – recognition of sorts, even if the main point of interest for the press was how weird they looked. ‘Ten gay people took part in the march,’ an-Nahar reported. ‘One of them had his hair dyed green and another had piercing in his ears while others wore black T-shirts.’3

One of the group agreed to talk to an-Nahar – but only after the reporter promised not to describe them as shawaadh (‘perverts’):

Q:   What does your flag symbolise?

A:   It’s the rainbow, our international emblem …

Q:   Aren’t you worried about being harassed?

A:   Absolutely not. We have the right to unite and reveal our identity just like the others.

For Helem’s members, joining the march was part of what they see as a ‘struggle against homophobia through visibility’.4 Their black T-shirts carried a one-word slogan, ‘Exist’, because the first step towards winning acceptance, they believe, is to assert their existence. Increased visibility helps to normalise gay people in the eyes of the public, countering stories in the media that often link homosexuality to crime, drug-taking, devil-worship and so on (though whether the green hair helped to make them seem normal on this occasion is another matter). Compared to the thousands who attend annual Pride celebrations in other parts of the world, though, it was visibility on a microscopic scale. And in the Arab world, even that could only happen in Beirut.

The Lebanese capital is unlike other Arab cities. Ravaged by civil war in the 1980s, it has an extraordinary mix of Sunnis, Shi‘as, Christians, Druzes, Palestinian refugees, rich Gulf Arabs and migrant Syrian labourers. As the city recovered from war, it began to regain its reputation as a playground where visitors can swim in the sea, ski in the mountains and dance in a nightclub all on the same day. After the war, Lebanese who had moved to the US or Europe for safety also returned, often with teenage families who had grown up abroad and acquired a Western lifestyle. Today, you can find kids in Bermuda shorts and baseball caps in one street and robed Shi‘a clerics in another. It’s a place of extravagance and extremes but war-weariness has brought a kind of mutual tolerance which, among other things, makes gay life a little less furtive than elsewhere. A ‘Postcard from Beirut’ published on a gay website sums up the picture:


Beirut is a city of paradoxes … clapped out jalopies share roads with sleek new Porsches. Unbelievable wealth and increasing poverty all exist side by side, holding together the delicate fabric of the Lebanese character, each unable to survive without the other. This paradox is no less evident when it comes to homosexuality. Being gay is technically still a crime but is also a lifestyle quietly flourishing in this the most liberal of Middle Eastern societies.

Lebanese culture is firmly based around old family and religious traditions with no room for drastic change. Most gay people are only out to close friends, returning to their families under the persona of model heterosexual, desperate not to bring shame unto the family name. Most gays face a simple but painful choice: admit your sexuality and be ostracised from your family, or continue leading a double-life. Most choose the latter.

Here in Beirut one can find an internationally renowned transsexual artist, a flamboyant openly gay male belly dancer (although his mama doesn’t know), and a popular TV drag queen, all celebrated by the masses whose government keeps it illegal. There have been scandals involving government officials and members of Beirut’s glitterati found in uncompromising [sic] situations with gay prostitutes. The most famous made global headlines in the mid-nineties, exposing the seedy goings-on of Beirut’s ‘Velvet Society’. This hypocrisy only serves to sustain prejudice.

Lebanon’s men are handsome, womanising and fiercely macho yet nowhere in the world is it easier for a gay man to have sex with one. Even Beirut has its cruising grounds (bizarrely Dunkin’ Donuts is one of them) … There is a gay beach run by a couple of nice Lesbians and even gay-friendly Turkish baths. Things are changing and it is all there as long as you don’t give the game away.5



For several years, the famous Acid club in Sin el-Fil district dominated Beirut’s gay nightlife. A sort of circular concrete bunker, painted entirely in black on the inside and with an amazing array of flashing lights, it was said to have the loudest music in Lebanon and dancers could occasionally be spotted wearing cotton wool in their ears. Acid did not set out to attract a gay crowd. In its early days men without female companions were liable to be refused admission. Later, Acid was happy to let them in on payment of 30,000 Lebanese pounds (twenty US dollars), though women could get in free of charge before midnight. Once inside, there were unlimited free drinks and, since the bar stayed open until 5 am, the floor became littered with bottles and the dancers’ movements grew distinctly unsteady as the night wore on. Large men in black jackets labelled ‘Security’ mingled with the crowd and intervened if male couples were thought to be dancing too close to each other. Kissing was strictly forbidden. These constraints were part of the thrill of Acid, one regular explained: they made you think of all the things you would like to do when, hopefully, you left with a new friend. In 2010, as tends to happen with such establishments, the Acid club closed and it was unclear whether it would reopen.

Acid was raided by police twice, though neither raid seems to have been connected directly with the sexuality of its clientele. One was drug-related and the other, in March 2003, was part of a bizarre hunt for ‘Satan worshippers’. On that occasion, plainclothes officers arrived at 2.30 AM, when there were about 200 people in the club:


They dimmed the music, turned on the lights and ordered us to raise our arms and place them behind our heads,’ said one eye-witness, a thirty-five-year-old who frequents the club every couple of months. Everyone had to keep their arms raised for about fifteen minutes, added witnesses. ‘They were brandishing big rifles, whips and batons,’ the thirty-five-year-old added.

Witnesses also said that the security men went around, randomly demanding people’s identification and asking some men to pull up their shirts to see if they had any tattoos or body piercings.6



According to the Daily Star newspaper, detectives at Jdeidet police station had become aware of ‘young men between the ages of twenty and twenty-five sporting long hair and beards, who would frequent the Acid nightclub to listen to hard-rock music, drink mind-altering alcoholic cocktails and take off their black shirts, dancing bare-chested.’7 About ten people were detained for questioning and testing ‘for drug use’.

The raid occurred during a widespread and apparently baseless furore about devil worship that had partly been stirred up by religious leaders (both Muslim and Christian). It began when a girl in Tripoli lost her virginity and explained it to her conservative family by inventing a story about being kidnapped by devil worshippers. ‘Police and sheikhs were speaking about a sect; there were stories about cemeteries, and sacrificing babies. There was no evidence at all, and no prosecution,’ lawyer Nizar Saghieh said – adding that in any case there was nothing in Lebanon’s penal code to prevent people from worshipping the devil if they wished.8

Over the last few years Beirut has witnessed a succession of gay-leaning clubs or bars, which appear and disappear, though their closure seems to have had nothing to do with the gayness of their customers. Rapid comings and goings of this kind are a common feature of Beirut’s night-life. Various other establishments in the city have become popular with a gay clientele, but not all welcome this patronage, fearing it will drive more conventional customers away. One of these was Dunkin’ Donuts. Exactly why gay men found it so attractive is a bit of a mystery, since most of those who preen themselves at its tables would not dream of eating a doughnut for fear of the damage it might do to their waistline. Whatever the reason for its popularity, Dunkin’ Donuts became the subject of a long-running battle after it was accused of banning ‘gay-looking’ customers. The company put up notices at its branches in central Beirut and the upmarket Ashrafiyeh district saying: ‘We ask our dear clients to conform to decent appearance and to comply with our supervisor’s directions on this matter.’ One of the first incidents happened in 2001 when a man named Danny was turned away by a doorman who reportedly said he had strict instructions not to let in ‘gay-looking’ or ‘hippie-looking’ people. Contacted by the local press, Dunkin’ Donuts said it was a mistake and blamed an over-enthusiastic doorman.9

Two years later there were more complaints that the firm was refusing to serve ‘gay-looking’ customers. This time the company repeated that it was not discriminating against gay people but merely wanted some of its male customers to behave better. ‘They talk loudly and invade other customers’ privacy,’ a spokesman said.

An employee at Dunkin’ Donuts who refused to give her name told a rather different story to the Daily Star. Gay customers’ behaviour went far beyond local social norms, she said. ‘In several instances, these customers displayed homosexual affection. They held hands, hugged and sometimes even kissed while they were on the premises. Personally, I’m not offended by such demeanour. But for Lebanese social norms, their behaviour was not acceptable to other customers, who threatened to call the police.’ She added that gay customers still had a high probability of getting served if they behaved well, but if they wanted to fight for the ‘freedom to come out of the closet’, then Dunkin’ Donuts was not the place to do it.10

For Walid, now in his early thirties, the Battle of Dunkin’ Donuts was a milestone in Lebanon’s gay history. The company’s policy was a unique example of systematic and blunt discrimination, he said:


It was a reaction to gay people in Lebanon becoming more visible and assertive – an amplification of a bigoted mentality that was already there, coupled with a narrow-minded and hypocritical management. I was personally told on two different instances ‘We cannot serve you, sir’ when I went there. When I went to see the manager, she denied everything.

Of course, they changed their policy after all the complaints and bad publicity, and Dunkin’ Donuts’ downtown branch became the number one gay pick-up hotspot. After the 2006 war, however, the ‘action’ started to decrease there and eventually customers became very rare. The last time I passed, it had closed down.11



Helem, meanwhile, fights on more conventional territory. Its name is an acronym for Himaya Lubnaniyya lil-Mithliyyin (‘Lebanese Protection for Homosexuals’) and the initials also spell ‘dream’ in Arabic. Members wear red-and-white badges saying ‘’indi helem’ which echo the famous words of Martin Luther King: ‘I have a dream’. Helem’s stated aims are to work for ‘the liberation of the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) community in Lebanon from all sorts of legal, social and cultural discrimination’ and to empower them ‘through rights and health awareness’.12 This includes campaigning for the abolition of article 534 of the Lebanese penal code which criminalises ‘all unnatural sexual intercourse’, and engaging in advocacy work and health promotion in relation to HIV.

Helem’s first public appearance with a rainbow flag in 2003 marked the start of a long struggle for public acceptance and recognition. Under Lebanese law, new organisations must register with the authorities but when Helem submitted its application it never got a reply. Apparently no one in officialdom was willing to approve such a controversial organisation. Fortunately for Helem, the law also sets a time limit for the authorities to respond and organisations that hear nothing are deemed to be legally registered. With the authorities continuing to sit on the fence, though, it still lacked an official registration number – which meant, among other things, that it could not open a bank account in Lebanon.

In 2006 the governor of Beirut sought to close Helem down and sent the police on a fishing expedition to check whether it had broken any laws. It hadn’t, but Helem’s office was searched and three of its organisers were summoned for questioning. One of the detectives, apparently hoping for a breakthrough in the case, enquired: ‘Do you have sex in your meetings?’

In the meantime, Helem’s relations with the health ministry have gradually improved – mainly through its work on HIV prevention. ‘We had been struggling for the Ministry of Health to sign our brochures on HIV awareness,’ co-ordinator Georges Azzi said, ‘but they never recognised publicly that Helem is an organisation existing here.’ That changed when the ministry decided to support HIV testing centres and entered into a formal partnership with Helem. ‘Helem is now one of the officially recognised centres in Lebanon,’ Azzi said. ‘That’s a success story – that we have the official stamp of the ministry on our tests.’13

Since the abortive raid on its office, relations with the police have also ‘changed completely’, according to Azzi. ‘We’ve been in touch with them regularly. We invited them when we launched our sexual health booklet – and they came. Interestingly enough, the head of the police said publicly that he thinks the law is stupid but his job is to apply the law. Since then we have been in touch regularly with him, in a very nice way.’ Although anyone convicted of ‘unnatural intercourse’ can be punished with up to a year in jail, the police do not normally go out of their way to arrest people. ‘There is tolerance when it comes to homosexuality now, but this is all arbitrary – nothing is stable.’ Azzi said. ‘The police in Beirut are more tolerant if they see someone who’s apparently gay – they won’t bother him. But it’s not the case in Tripoli [50 miles north of Beirut] or other conservative areas. It depends really on the area. There is no official campaign like in Egypt, for example, where they are looking for gay men to arrest them. But if it happens that you are in Tripoli and someone knows that you are gay and the police decide to arrest you, they can do it.’ This may not be tolerance as people imagine it in the west, but it’s a lot better than in most of the Middle East.

In 2008, Helem opened a 24-hour hotline (which it quickly renamed a ‘helpline’ when some callers got the idea it was a sex chatline). In the first two months it received around 150 calls, including a lot from Saudi Arabia. ‘It’s a cellphone, basically,’ Azzi said. ‘We have volunteers who are trained to answer and we have different procedures for different cases. There’s a shift, everyone takes a turn. Generally it’s people wanting information about Helem, about homosexuality, HIV/Aids, and how they can deal with different situations. We get some emergency cases, too – people who are getting kicked out of their houses late at night by their family. They have no place to stay.’ That is a common reaction from families throughout the Middle East when people come out, or get found out. Azzi explained:


Most of the people who get kicked out of their houses are young and still at university and they decide to come out to their parents – but it’s not the right time. Coming out is not the solution when you have no protection. They meet someone, they have a boyfriend, they think they are strong enough and they can say it out loud. They think that their parents could be a bit tolerant, because they were watching a TV show that talked about homosexuality and they heard no bad comments [from their parents]. But they did not realise that when it comes to your own son it’s different …

Sometimes there are stupid things – like his ex-boyfriend decides to get revenge on him, so he tells his parents. Or they discover that he has magazines, or his brother is using the same computer and he sees Gaydar or Manjam on it. In that situation, you really need to complete your studies at university. Lying to your parents and even telling them ‘OK, I’m going to go to a psychiatrist to try to become heterosexual’ – I don’t think it’s bad. Do it! Finish your studies and you can do whatever you want afterwards.



‘Beirut, the Provincetown of the Middle East’, a headline in the travel section of the New York Times announced, likening Lebanon’s capital to the Cape Cod resort favoured by gay visitors in the United States. But the paper’s claim provoked a critical reaction from gay people in Beirut.14 ‘True, there are some gay-friendly bars and discos scattered in and around the city where people can let their hair down,’ an article posted on Helem’s website replied, ‘but that is a far cry from the pervasive gay life that infuses Provincetown … “Inching out” is far more an apt description for Beirut than “Provincetown”. The majority of gays here only show themselves at night and are not out to their families. There certainly is nothing that resembles a “gay neighbourhood”.’15

Walid (the veteran of the Dunkin’ Donuts struggle) points out that most of the places cited by the New York Times exist for Beirut’s moneyed elite and warns that talk of Lebanon’s tolerance and gay-friendliness can be deceptive:


The Lebanese might be tolerant in some ways, but in others they certainly aren’t. There’s a huge concern for looks, outer signs of wealth, big cars, etc … Which is perfectly fine, if I want to listen to Dominique Fernandez16 (my source of inspiration and friend) who sees in Mediterranean societies an overflowing life-energy and an indulgence in worldly pleasures, as opposed to the northern Protestant rigour.

But for someone like me who is more or less obviously gay, this can be unliveable. One example: I have very few male friends here and the ones I have would never agree to go out with me for a coffee, or even walk on the street with me, the two of us together. The straight ones are afraid to be labelled as gay, and the gay ones want to remain closeted. In my street no one even dares to say hello.

This problem is less acute when I go to Shi‘a districts – I think because a lot of the Shi‘a are poor. If you are poor it doesn’t mean automatically that you are more tolerant but everything is sort of very spontaneous. When I see people who are more upper-class, everything is more complicated. People hide, or they get embarrassed very quickly.



None of that has deterred efforts from some quarters to promote Lebanon as a gay tourist destination. In 2010, a symposium was held in Beirut under the auspices of the Florida-based International Gay and Lesbian Travel Association (IGLTA). This was accompanied by a promotional video giving a guided tour of Lebanon’s historical sites by a hitherto unrecognised authority on the subject – American porn star Collin O’Neal, dressed in a tank top that revealed suitably impressive glimpses of his chest and biceps.17

As with the New York Times article a year earlier, the symposium generated some intense debate. In Walid’s view, there is an important distinction to be drawn between tolerance of homosexuality and tolerance of sex tourism. ‘The latter has boomed in Lebanon in the last few years and the country is relying on it more and more,’ he said. ‘After all, Lebanon has very few natural resources. This certainly explains in part why authorities have been turning a blind eye, if not encouraging this trend. It also explains why Beirut is currently being marketed as ‘the gay capital of the Arab world.’

While the IGLTA argued that its aim was to ‘raise worldwide visibility of LGBT communities’ and the local organiser maintained that some venues had been persuaded to label themselves ‘gay-friendly’ as a result of the event, others were sceptical. Addressing the symposium, a board member of Helem wondered how it would benefit LGBT rights: ‘There is a small amount of truth in saying that the very fact that this event is happening in Lebanon is a step forward … but the question that needs to be asked is whether promoting LGBT tourism is a step forward for equality rights in Lebanon, when it does not impact in any way the lives of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual and other gender-variant people in Lebanon.’18

One Arab country long regarded as an exotic, bohemian – even licentious– destination for foreigners is Morocco. Paul Bowles, Francis Bacon, Jean Genet, Tennessee Williams, Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg and Joe Orton are just a few of gay writers and artists whose names are associated with the country. Even before that, Morocco was a place where wayward sons of the English gentry – like Sebastian Flyte in Brideshead Revisited – could escape, perhaps to indulge their illicit pleasures but also to be quietly forgotten by their scandalised families.

Today, stroll around the Jemaa el-Fna in Marrakesh, or sit in one of the tourist restaurants overlooking the square, and the same-sex couples are hard to miss, though unlike the wealthy Sebastian these have mostly arrived on budget airlines. While their pink pounds and pink euros may be eagerly accepted in the soukhs, Morocco’s gay reputation is not one that the country relishes particularly nor, for that matter, deserves. Homosexuality is still a crime, with penalties of up to three years’ imprisonment plus a fine for ‘lewd or unnatural acts with an individual of the same sex’. For visiting foreigners the risk of arrest may be small, but it’s a different story for Moroccans themselves.

Much as the religious elements may try to enforce ‘Islamic values’, there are other pressures in the opposite direction. Morocco depends heavily on foreign tourism and has ambitious plans to increase it. If the targets are ever to be met, gay visitors will form a significant part. Marrakesh already has a smattering of gay-run and gay-friendly hotels – mostly converted from traditional riad houses in the old city. Of course, they don’t fly rainbow flags or advertise the fact, but there are usually a few clues on their websites.

Meanwhile, the local police try to keep a lid on the sex trade, often in an arbitrary and inconsistent fashion. One result of this is that young gay Moroccans who consort with foreigners are automatically assumed to be prostitutes. In one of Marrakesh’s riad hotels, a Moroccan employee – let’s call him Hassan – spends lonely evenings at the reception desk, browsing Gaydar on the computer. He calls up pictures of a ‘friend’ he has been chatting with but never met, since he’s far away in the Philippines.

Using the Gaydar website to meet other Moroccans is a risky business, Hassan says. ‘You have to be very careful. One of my friends has been in prison for the last 20 days. They caught him having oral sex in a car.’ The hotel doesn’t want any trouble, so there are strict rules forbidding any sexual contact between staff and guests. ‘Sometimes I go without sex for three months.’ The solution, Hassan says, is to save as much money as he can, then go for a holiday abroad – in Turkey or Thailand.19

* * *

IN TERMS OF OPPORTUNITIES for gay social life and activism, Beirut is as good as it gets in the Arab world. Cairo, the largest Arab capital with a population of more than sixteen million – roughly ten times the size of Beirut – has far less to offer, mainly because of government suppression. There are no specifically gay organisations, no openly gay clubs or bars, and other former meeting places such as public baths have been shut down.

‘Egypt is carrying out a crackdown,’ Human Rights Watch reported in 2004. ‘The professed motive is cultural authenticity coupled with moral hygiene. The means include entrapment, police harassment, and torture. The agents range from government ministers to phalanxes of police informers fanning out across Cairo.’ The report continued:


Since early 2001, a growing number of men have been arrested, prosecuted, and convicted for having sexual relations with other men. Human Rights Watch knows the names of 179 men whose cases under the law against ‘debauchery’ were brought before prosecutors since the beginning of 2001; in all probability that is only a minuscule percentage of the true total. Hundreds of others have been harassed, arrested, often tortured, but not charged.20



The most publicised of these cases was the trial of fifty-two men following a police raid on the Queen Boat, a floating night club on the Nile that was popular with gay men. The trial, described by Human Rights Watch as ‘an extravaganza rather than a judicial process’, was accompanied by lurid tales in the press alleging everything from prostitution to a gay wedding to devil worship. Egypt’s prosecutor-general, Maher Abdel-Wahid, accused the defendants of ‘exploiting Islam through false interpretation of verses from the Muslim holy book, the Qur’an, in order to propagate extremist ideas’. They were also charged with ‘performing immoral acts; the use of perverted sexual practices as part of their rituals; contempt and despite of heavenly religions, and fomenting strife’.21 To highlight the supposed danger to the nation, the case was sent to the state security court, specially set up under an emergency law established in 1981 to deal with suspected terrorists. A Cairo newspaper reinforced this view with its front-page headline: ‘Perverts declare war on Egypt.’22

‘You are allowing homosexuality abroad,’ Nabil Osman, the Egyptian government’s chief spokesman, told the New York Times in 2003. ‘It is not accepted here, and everybody should accept that what is good for America or for Europe may not be good for another place.’23

The exact reasons for the crackdown are still debated, and probably several factors were involved. Hossam Bahgat, of the Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights, saw it as an effort to deflate growing Islamist opposition by portraying the state as the guardian of public virtue:


To counter this ascending [Islamist] power, the state resorts to sensational prosecutions, in which the regime steps in to protect Islam from evil apostates … The regime seems to have realised that suppression and persecution of Islamists will not uproot the Islamist threat unless it is combined with actions that bolster the state’s religious legitimacy.24



He also noted the regime’s practice of using sensational trials to divert public attention from the worsening state of the economy and similar issues. The Queen Boat case was one of three big sex stories that helped to squeeze bad news out of the papers around the same time. One involved a businessman said to have married seventeen women and another was the leaking (possibly by state security) of a video that showed a former Coptic priest having sex with women who visited his monastery in search of healing.

One of the immediate effects of the crackdown was that half-a-dozen Egyptian gay websites disappeared, leaving only gayegypt.com (registered in London and using a server in California) which posted a warning on its home page that visitors to the site could be monitored by the Egyptian authorities. Gay emailing lists, in turn, were deluged with ‘unsubscribe’ messages: one dropped from 300 subscribers to nine (of whom only six were Egyptians). Three years on, Billy, a political science student in Cairo, says:


It’s very lonely. There used to be a cruising area in Heliopolis, coffee shops, and night clubs, but they have all gone now. Most of the people I knew have either left the country or created a very close-knit underground community. They no longer use the Internet as a way of making contact. Others have turned into fundamentalists.25



There has been no comparable crackdown against lesbians in Egypt, but Laila, in her twenties, also feels lonely. ‘We cannot find a specific way to meet and talk, not just to have sex,’ she said. ‘There are no lesbian organisations, either for discussion or support. Heterosexuals and gay men have their pick-up points, but we don’t.’26 One popular meeting place used to be a public bath where women would go for hair removal by a traditional method known as halawa, though it’s now closed, apparently on health grounds.

As a result, younger women use the Internet extensively to make contact. There is a lot of deception, however. The ‘lesbians’ purportedly seeking lovers often turn out to be men or married couples. Laila has learned to be careful when arranging meetings: she arrives early and stays some distance from the meeting place, keeping an eye on it to see who turns up.

The general pattern of same-sex contacts among Arab women seems very similar to that among men: large numbers of women, including many who are married, have sexual contact with members of their own sex and this is seen as neither unusual nor particularly remarkable. A much smaller number regard themselves as lesbian. In contrast to male homosexuality, lesbianism attracts virtually no attention from the public or the authorities. Iman al-Ghafari observes:


Erotic relations among women are devalued as a temporary substitute for the love of men, and are considered of no real threat to the dominant heterosexual system as long as they remain undercover, or in the closet.27



For married women, lesbian activity – whether occasional or regular – is a relatively safe way of adding spice to their sex life. A husband’s primary concern is to guard his wife from the attentions of other men, and so the possibility that his wife might be having a lesbian affair is unlikely to occur to him. The wife, in turn, has no need to account to her husband for time spent with other women: he will be satisfied merely to know she is not spending the time with men. According to Laila, based on her experience of Internet contacts, a surprisingly large number of married couples in Egypt also fantasise about having threesomes with a lesbian.

Lesbian invisibility does have some advantages. In the big cities of Egypt, two women living together as ‘flatmates’ would not arouse much curiosity, Laila said – though that would depend to some extent on their choice of district. Neighbours would first of all want to establish whether they were prostitutes and would probably quiz the bawwab, the doorman who watches all comings and goings in Egyptian blocks of flats. If satisfied on that count, they might then imagine other explanations for the girls’ presence – quarrels with parents, etc. ‘They would think of anything else but lesbianism,’ Laila said. She recalled how much one lesbian couple had been adored by their landlady. ‘I wish all my tenants were like you,’ the landlady told them, suspecting nothing.

Employment is a much bigger problem for Egyptian lesbians, Laila said. Young women who are not engaged or married invariably receive sexual advances from male bosses, and giving them the brush-off can be difficult. Declaring a preference for other women is not normally an option and can lead to discrimination – ‘We don’t employ lesbians here,’ Laila was informed by one boss shortly before she walked out of her job. She had left several other office jobs for similar reasons.

* * *

IN SAUDI ARABIA, sexuality of any kind is something to be kept out of view. Everyone is required to be ‘decently’ dressed; women should not be seen in public unless chaperoned by a male relative and, in the case of married couples, wives walk modestly behind their husband – by tradition keeping a distance of four paces. As in much of the Middle East, however, it is socially acceptable for men to walk hand in hand and greet each other with kisses on the cheek: since members of the opposite sex are not involved, everyone presumes there is no sexual chemistry in that:


Walking around any shopping centre, you’d see dozens of teenage boys holding hands and dressed in tight flared pants and tight Ts [T-shirts]. Here, this is considered normal. You just assume that they’re trying to be stylish … Of course you would see the actual gays. I mean the people who were so incredibly obvious, how could you not know? The guys that would stare you up and down, lick their lips at you, wink. The kind of behaviour that makes you feel somewhat dirty. Sometimes they even drive by you, and offer you money for your services. But this is the gay life that’s on the surface.28



The writer here is an unnamed contributor to a gay website, describing his initiation to the scene in Saudi Arabia. He started cautiously, as many do, by chatting anonymously on the Internet and it was some time before he plucked up the courage to meet anyone. But after that first meeting a whole new world appeared:


It was absolutely astonishing to me. There was this whole underground sort of thing going on here, and for the most part it was very discreet. Parties every weekend, where you could feel completely free to do anything you’ve always fantasised about doing in public. Dancing with people of the same sex, kissing, hugging, flirting, and looking at people you’re attracted to without having to worry if someone is watching you in disgust.

Most importantly these parties are secure, in private homes, with the music not too loud as to disturb the neighbours. Sometimes you even run into people that you know from school or from work, or people that you notice in the mall. The people that you would never expect to harbour the same sexual tendencies as you.29



Other accounts confirm this picture. A writer for OutUK, arranging to meet ‘Haitham’ at a hotel lobby in Riyadh for an interview, was assured that despite the near-ubiquitous dress code of white thobe and head-dress, there would be no problem recognising him. ‘I’ll be wearing a red T-shirt,’ the man said:


I enter the lobby at the designated time, on the lookout for the signature coloured garment. I spot Haitham immediately … he’s wearing red sneakers and tight jeans, and his hugging red shirt shows off a muscular body that is obviously a regular at the gym … The short, thick black curls on the top of his head are kept stiff with mousse.

Later, after we go to my room, the only place Haitham and the other men feel safe speaking openly, he tells me that his dress code is one sure sign to other gay men of his sexuality. But more importantly, it’s a symbol of just how much the country has opened up for gay men in the past decade. These days, he says, gay men can be ‘out’ in the way they dress. ‘If I wear a tight or flashy T-shirt, straight men just think I am trying to show off,’ he says, smiling. ‘But other gay men know.’30



Shopping malls are an obvious cruising ground. Apart from the opportunities to hang around pretending to look in shop windows, they provide one of the few public spaces where people in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states can stroll comfortably (because of the air-conditioning) during the heat of summer. For those less inclined to walk, several streets in Riyadh have a reputation for late-night cruising in cars. Many Saudis, both male and female, have their first homosexual experience while still at school – a practice that the segregated educational system tends to encourage.31

According to Haitham’s account, there are three gay cafés in Riyadh and private parties form an important part of the social life – at least one each weekend, attended by twenty to fifty men.32 Another account, this time from the Red Sea city of Jeddah, talked of shopping malls as cruising areas and ‘gay-friendly’ coffee shops, adding: ‘A big gay disco takes place at a private villa in the north of the city once a week.’33

The writer for OutUK persuaded a Saudi to take him to one of the gay cafés in Riyadh on the strict understanding that he would not disclose its whereabouts. They arrived around 10pm on a Wednesday night and found it packed, though the writer was surprised to see most of the customers in traditional Saudi dress rather than the tight T-shirts he had been expecting:


At first, I wonder how gay this café really is. But within minutes, I feel the heavy gazes of men cruising a newcomer, and all doubts melt.

Inside, the walls are painted a bright peach, and colourful strands of neon light overhead liven up the place. The waiters are mostly Filipino, and rush back and forth from the kitchen with trays of hot sandwiches, cappuccinos and French deserts.

Fahed, a tall, slim twenty-five-year-old who drives his father’s Mercedes, is a little nervous about being at the coffee house. He’s been before, but not for a several months. The last time he visited, he found a note from an anonymous admirer on the car windshield. It freaked him out that a secret suitor knew what car he drove.34



* * *

TOGETHER, Saudi Arabia, Lebanon and Egypt reflect a range of contrasting experiences: Egypt, where there is no law against same-sex acts and yet people are prosecuted and persecuted; Lebanon, where there is a law but also the beginnings of openness; Saudi Arabia, where in theory the death penalty applies but gay men cruise and party undeterred. These differences, perhaps, reflect differing levels of denial by the authorities. Denial is the first line of defence against a problem and also the easiest, since it requires no action. In Saudi Arabia, denial is almost an institution: the authorities’ refusal to accept that most of the September 11 hijackers were Saudis and their denial, for some time before and after that, that the kingdom was under attack internally from terrorists are just two examples. Similarly, it suits the authorities to deny that homosexual activity exists in the kingdom to any significant extent, and it suits gay Saudis (who well understand how the rules work) to assist that denial by keeping a low profile. If it reaches a stage where denial is no longer possible, however, the authorities are obliged to respond. The choice then is between tolerance and repression, though in practice, especially if the authorities are unsure how to handle it, they may opt for a combination of both. Egypt, over the last few years, has leaned mainly towards repression while the Lebanese authorities lean slightly but not exclusively towards tolerance.

The use of private parties for gay social contact in Saudi Arabia is a fairly low risk because it fits the established norms. Strict segregation of the sexes means that a few dozen men visiting a private house attract little attention so long as they avoid disturbing the neighbours, and rotating the location of parties so that they do not occur too frequently at any particular house helps to deflect suspicion. The partying also makes use of an important distinction between the public and private spheres, and what may happen in each. The kingdom’s Basic Law (in effect, the constitution) states:


The home is sacrosanct and shall not be entered without the permission of the owner or be searched except in cases specified by statutes.35



The inclusion of this clause is significant because it reflects an attitude towards domestic privacy that is particularly strong in traditional Arab societies. The clause is as much a social statement as a legal one. It stems partly from the assumption that every household contains a number of secluded women whose privacy must not be violated, but also from a concept of the household as an autonomous, self-governing unit in which the state does not interfere.36 In Saudi Arabia this principle also includes, to a great extent, the territory enclosed by housing compounds – privately-guarded walled villages with roads, shops and recreational facilities that are inhabited by the better-off foreign workers and, increasingly, by young Saudis who value their personal freedom.

In some ways, clear separation of the public and private spheres is useful and helps the authorities. Enforcing strict behavioural codes in public becomes easier if there are protected private spaces where different rules apply. Followed to extremes, however, it can turn into a living lie where pretence and hypocrisy take over. This social dualism, and the personal conflicts it can cause for individuals in Saudi Arabia, is well explored in Turki al-Hamad’s banned novel, Adama.37 Essentially a coming-of-age/loss-of-innocence story, it provides a rare insight into the less visible side of Saudi life: illicit political activity, illicit sex, illicit alcohol, and more.

Although much justifiable anger is directed by Western gay organisations at the Saudi law prescribing execution for sodomy, gay men in the kingdom seem to view execution as an extremely remote possibility. Two multiple executions have been reported in recent years but these may have been exceptional.38 Four gay Saudis interviewed by OutUK all ‘rolled their eyes and laughed’ when asked about executions. One said:


Oh come on, please, that is so exaggerated. Americans love those kind of dramatic stories, but they are mostly lore. I mean, it’s well known there are several members of the royal family who are gay. No one’s chopping their heads off.39



A twenty-three-year-old man, interviewed with gay friends at a coffee shop in Jeddah, insisted:


I don’t feel oppressed at all … We have more freedom here than straight couples. After all, they can’t kiss in public like we can, or stroll down the street holding one another’s hand.40



Another, in a posting on a gay website, wrote:


As for the threat of being caught by the government or the mutawa [the religious police] … I feel that people are sufficiently causcious [sic]. They know how far they can push it, and what they can and can’t do in public. And as far as I know, you can not get into any kind of trouble just because someone thinks you are gay. They have to catch you in the act of sexual contact with the gender, and in this case it is punishable by death. Actually I learned that from a friend of mine … they taught it to him in school.41



Fear of the law seems less immediately relevant than fear of the ‘shame’ that would be heaped upon a gay man’s family if his sexuality became known. ‘If I would come out,’ one told OutUK, ‘I wouldn’t just ruin my life. I’d ruin four other lives too’ (a reference to his mother, father, brother and sister). His father, a highly placed Saudi government official, would lose his job, and the family would be totally disgraced, he said.42

In February 2004, police in the holy city of Medina raided what was initially described as a gay wedding party. The raid, in which about fifty people were arrested, had been instigated by the religious police and came at a time when the issue of same-sex marriages in the US was arousing worldwide attention – which may possibly have had some bearing on the matter. Unlike most gay parties in the kingdom, the event was held at a small hotel rather than a private house and the alleged marriage partners were two African men from Chad.

One of the Chadians later told the police the gathering was a rehearsal for his real wedding (to a woman), and in this he was supported by his Saudi sponsor who also said he had provided money to meet the marriage expenses. However, according to the daily Arab News, investigators said that invitations to the party ‘indicated it was a gay function’ and thought it suspicious that many of the guests had fled at the sight of the police and left their cars behind. More than thirty abandoned cars were impounded.43

What was really going on is still uncertain and it is not known if anyone was prosecuted. However, just over a year later security forces in the port city of Jeddah arrested more than 100 men at another party which, again, was initially described as a gay wedding. Al-Wifaq, an online newspaper with good connections at the interior ministry, said the authorities had raided a wedding-hall following a tip-off and found the men – all Saudis – dancing and ‘behaving like women’.44 Enquiries by Human Rights Watch established that thirty-one of the men were sentenced to between six months and a year in prison, with 200 lashes each. The exact nature of the charges was unknown; a court had heard the case in closed session, with defence lawyers excluded. Four other men were jailed for two years, with 2,000 lashes. A further seventy men, who had been released shortly after their arrest, were later summoned to a police station and informed that they too had been sentenced to a year in jail.45

Raids such as these are often the result of a tip-off, though sometimes the parties are discovered purely by chance. Around dawn one morning in 2009, a police patrol in the Saudi capital spotted some men leaving a guest house and stopped them. ‘After their arrest [the police] noticed they were in an unnatural state and wearing shameful women’s clothing,’ al-Riyadh newspaper reported.46 With a morality crisis of unknown proportions on their hands, the officers summoned assistance and the area around the guest house was sealed off. More than 70 men – mostly Filipinos, plus a Yemeni – were trapped within the police cordon and most were described as being ‘in an indecent state’. A search of the guest house revealed ‘disgraceful women’s clothes, cosmetics and a cassette’. The newspaper report (headed in Arabic: ‘Emergency patrols discover guest house surrounded by queer Filipinos and a Yemeni – their lair east of Riyadh’) showed pictures of some of those arrested, together with the incriminating evidence allegedly found: wigs, women’s dresses and a vanity case containing makeup. According to the paper, most of those arrested were ‘practitioners of sexual deviance’ accustomed to renting guest houses at weekends for ‘shameless’ parties where they would ‘practise these disgraceful rituals’. More than 580 comments from readers posted under the article showed strong approval for the police action, coupled in some cases with expressions of xenophobia and racism.

Similar raids on allegedly gay parties are reported from time to time in various Arab countries and, as in Saudi Arabia, the parties are sometimes described in the local media as gay weddings. One that caused a wave of national hysteria occurred in Morocco in 2007. The party – in Ksar el-Kebir, a large but run-down town 75 miles south of Tangier – began on 18 November (Morocco’s Independence Day) and continued for two nights. By all accounts it was a lively affair, with some of the guests getting drunk or stoned. Video clips, apparently filmed by one of the guests, later appeared on YouTube.47

Why this particular party caused such a fuss was never very clear. Possibly it arose out of a simple dispute between neighbours, some reports said one of the organisers was a well-known supplier of bootleg alcohol. Whatever the real reason, it provided an excuse for the Islamists who had come to dominate the town to mobilise the citizens in support of ‘moral’ values by claiming that the party was a gay wedding. Along with other local organisations, the opposition Justice and Development party (PJD) and the Jamaa al-Adl wal-Ihsane (Justice and Spirituality Association) – a technically banned organisation which seeks to impose Islamic law and establish a caliphate – mustered a petition demanding ‘an official investigation into the celebration of a homosexual marriage’. Inflammatory sermons in the mosques also whipped up popular opinion, with the result that an angry mob, variously reported at 600 to 1,000 or more, took to the streets demanding ‘justice, punishment and reparation’. According to TelQuel, the French-language weekly, they tried to attack the owner of the house where the party was held and ransacked a shop belonging to a jeweller who allegedly attended. Riot police set about the crowd with batons.48 Meanwhile, sections of the Moroccan media published lurid tales of what had supposedly gone on at the party and the satellite TV channel, al-Arabiya, joined in, saying that the party was ‘attended by scores of gays and lesbians’ and ‘had many elements of a traditional Moroccan wedding’:


The ‘bride’, adorned with jewellery and full facial makeup, wore a green gown with a golden belt. His head was covered with a white scarf. For the second day’s celebrations, which featured a musical performance, he changed into a yellow cloak. A black bull – one of the gifts to the newlyweds – was slain to the celebratory sounds of cheers and ululations. Afterwards, the ‘bride’ knelt, filled his glass with the bull’s blood, and drank it, one of the guests reported.



Though it is questionable how much of this sensationalist reporting was actually true, the affair soon reached the Moroccan parliament, where one Islamist MP called on the government to ‘combat those want to turn Morocco into a brothel’. By no means everyone was swept along by the wave of moral panic, but those who took a less hysterical view were wary of speaking out. ‘Here, people shout with one voice, it is impossible to do otherwise,’ one resident of Ksar el-Kebir told TelQuel. ‘Those who think differently are afraid of being in turn accused of homosexuality … With such a label, you are likely to be pursued by the police, the imams of mosques, teachers, neighbours, and so on.’

Six of the alleged partygoers, aged between 20 and 61, were later tried by a local court on charges of violating article 489 of Morocco’s penal code, which criminalises ‘lewd or unnatural acts with an individual of the same sex’. Three were jailed for six months and two for four months. The sixth person, who was also convicted for the unauthorised sale of alcohol, got 10 months. According to Human Rights Watch, they were convicted without any evidence being produced in court to show that a violation of article 489 had actually occurred.49

The Egyptian police, meanwhile, not content with merely raiding gay parties, have been known to collaborate in organising them. In September 2001, a man identified by the nickname Mishmisha (‘Apricot’) invited seven other men to what he said was his birthday party, at a flat in Giza, a western suburb of Cairo. When the guests arrived, Mishmisha announced that he was going out to buy drinks and left the flat, locking the door behind him. That was the last they saw of him. A little while later, a key turned in the lock, the door opened and a dozen uniformed police officers burst in. The partygoers, who said they had all been fully dressed at the time, sitting and standing around normally, were arrested, charged with ‘habitual practice of debauchery’, beaten up and kept in detention for six weeks. They then went into hiding but were tried in their absence and sentenced to six months’ imprisonment each. Mishmisha, the party host, turned out to be a police informant who had set up the men for arrest. In August 2002, he arranged another party where twelve men were arrested by the same police squad and later sentenced to three years in jail.50

In Saudi Arabia the Internet is the most popular way for making gay contacts. ‘The government blocks a lot of sites,’ Haitham told OutUK, ‘but if you know how to navigate the Net, you can get around it.’51 All Internet traffic from the kingdom’s service providers is routed through a huge and complex system at King Abdulaziz City of Science and Technology in Riyadh, which is designed to block culturally or politically ‘undesirable’ web pages.

In June 2003, the Saudi authorities blocked access to Gay Middle East (GME),52 a German-based website which carries gay news and information about the region but no pornographic material. Internet users inside the kingdom who tried to access the site were greeted by a message saying: ‘Access to the requested URL is not allowed.’ GME complained that this was a violation of free speech and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Other activists complained too, the affair attracted some publicity, and a couple of weeks later the banned site was suddenly unblocked. This change of heart, GME suggested, may have been prompted by a desire to avoid bad publicity at a time when Saudi Arabia was spending millions of dollars on an advertising campaign aimed at improving its image in the United States. Access to GME continued for a while, but in March 2004 it was again blocked, along with several other websites: gay.com, gaydar.com, and 365_gay.com.53 The OpenNet Initiative, which monitors internet filtering worldwide, describes Saudi Arabia’s blocking of gay websites as ‘pervasive’.54 These Saudi antics are a minor tribulation, though. For sheer cruelty, it is difficult to match the efforts of Egypt’s Internet Crimes Unit. With Internet use in Egypt mainly confined to the law-abiding middle classes, this newly-established department of the interior ministry found little real work to do but badly needed some successes to justify its existence. At that point it began to take an interest in international dating sites where Egyptian men were seeking to meet other men …

Amgad (not his real name) was a young professional in his twenties, living with his parents in Upper Egypt, secretive about his sexuality and very, very lonely. Towards the end of 2002, he placed a personal ad on one of the sites and got a reply from raoul75@hotmail.com. Raoul struck Amgad as a ‘good romantic nice guy’ – though in reality he was an undercover policeman. They chatted on the Internet and exchanged emails, and Amgad sent Raoul a photo of himself looking smart in a suit and tie.

Before long, Amgad was pouring his heart out to Raoul. ‘I’ve never told someone the things I told you yesterday,’ he wrote. ‘I always keep my feelings concealed in my heart, but I couldn’t hide them from you.’

Raoul’s replies convinced Amgad that he had at last found love and, in one of his final emails, he sent Raoul a little poem in English:


I was rewarded

for being good

for having good intentions

and a faithful soul




I was rewarded

and YOU are my reward …




I waited

waited for someone

someone exactly like you




Oh God is so merciful to send you to me.55



He then set out for Cairo to meet his new-found friend at an agreed spot in Tahrir Square. Raoul was not there but the Vice Squad were waiting and they arrested Amgad – a fate that he shared with at least forty-five other Egyptian men known to have been entrapped through the Internet since 2001.56
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