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ELIAS JAHSHAN


INTRODUCTION


Family is everything in Arab cultures. Our families are known to be loud, large and loving. Yes, we’re also nosey and in everyone’s business, but that’s because our familial bonds run deep. Arab hospitality is legendary – the desire to feed our friends and loved ones is built into our DNA. Entering our homes is like stepping into a warm embrace.


When I think of family, I think of the Arabic word hafla. Hafla means ‘party’, but it can also mean the act of caring for others. It’s a fitting word to describe this collection, where ten queer Arab writers share what family and community means to them. These complex, nuanced and real-life stories go beyond the self. Some challenge outdated patriarchal norms, while others find ways to honour traditions that are worth preserving. Here, readers learn how queer Arabs forge kinships and celebrate culture on their own terms and hold space for one another through activism and community solidarity, navigating their place within their existing families or building their own. Together, these narratives embrace the many ways LGBTQ+ Arabs find – and keep close – relatives and the friends we choose to become our families, in the Arab world and in the diaspora, today.


Each of the writers presented here skilfully articulates how they move through family dynamics as queer Arabs with honesty and integrity. They are forging new ways, while remembering old ones. Each piece is raw and reflective, both deeply personal and universal. They acknowledge the realities we face, while also offering hope for what the future has in store for us. Their stories range widely from one another and come together as a perfect whole.


There is no better way to introduce you to the collection than through offering a brief insight into each of the pieces, so you can see for yourself the broad, extraordinary range of writing to come. Shrouk El-Attar begins ‘Dancing Queer’ at home, during a horrific night raid by British immigration authorities that ripped her family apart. With rich, compelling storytelling, she describes how she channels the trauma of such a harrowing experience by raising money and attention for immigrant and educational causes. After navigating huge obstacles both personally and professionally, Shrouk combines her bearded, belly dancing alter ego and impressive engineering career with the creation of a non-binary dancing robot, which she uses to teach and inspire future scientists.


Technology has a huge impact on how we live and love today. In ‘One Way Trip to The Moon: My Journey With OnlyFans’ Zeid Al-Nasr details his departure from Syria during the civil war to Canada, by way of South Africa. The way Zeid recounts his story, brimming with resilience and kindness, is humbling. In Canada, he was able to pay for higher education and create a parasocial community through online sex work. This in turn allowed him to go from the estranged son to the son who provides and ensures his family is looked after, albeit from afar.


All families look different. Though we’re led to believe that family is everything, as queer Arabs, we don’t see ourselves reflected in a heteronormative structure, where communal bonds are revered and personal desires are subsumed in favour of family unity. In ‘My Brown Girl’, Nahid Toubia takes readers on a journey to Sudan, by way of Egypt, as she spends weeks looking for the baby who would become her daughter. Told with heart and warmth, Nahid offers readers an honest portrayal of what she had to go through to adopt several decades ago.


While Nahid’s path to adoption began in the 1990s, husbands Karim Chedid and Andrew Delatolla are, at the time of writing, still at the early stages of their adoption process. In ‘A Family of Our Own’, they write eloquently about wanting to start a family of their own. In looking to their future, they discover that the process of adoption has also given them pause to reflect on their family history.


From adoption to the maternity ward, in ‘To You, Child of Our Resistance and Our Joys’ Lamiae Bouqentar writes a letter to Sosoa, the newborn baby of her life partner and best friend who’s also her ex. The letter offers an emergent form of worldmaking in which Arab queer life, resistance, visibility, opacity, love, care and joy are re-envisioned beyond state recognition or the nuclear family. Tender and touching, ‘To You, Child of Our Resistance and Our Joys’ looks forward to sharing Arab heritage with the next generation.


But just as new life enters the world, so too do we have to learn how to let go. In ‘From a Windowless Room in Mecca’, Melhem Hasan writes about his Hajj pilgrimage with his parents, shortly before his father’s death. This piece is not only about religious validation, but also about emotional claustrophobia, queerness in sacred spaces and the struggle for connection – divine or familial – in moments of profound loss. In the absence of light and space, Melhem writes with startling clarity about how he drew strength in the darkest of moments from unexpected places and all the while remembering to breathe.


Sinin Nakhle’s essay ‘Who Is It That You Love?’ also considers our physicality. Through memory beats and narrative snapshots, Sinin remembers the care his grandparents had for one another’s bodies in their old age. Sinin too is aware of his body, sharing his transition journey as he navigates medical gatekeeping and touch as a love language. From Lebanon to Europe, the body becomes the site of care, belonging and becoming.


The body also becomes a tool for safety. In ‘Learning From Other Mothers at a Time of Genocide’, Randa Jarrar shares how she raised 20,000 US dollars, strapped it to her body, flew to Cairo and distributed the money to Palestinians who were fleeing the genocide in Gaza. In Cairo, after meeting Palestinian mothers, she discovers a new, bittersweet appreciation for motherhood and for her queer comrades.


From activism to Australia, in ‘Club Arak: Twenty-three Years of Partying, Politics and Protest’ the club night’s cofounder, Alissar Gazal, reflects on the longest-running queer Arab club night outside the Southwest Asia and North Africa (SWANA) region: Club Arak, in my hometown, Sydney. Thanks to Club Arak, I was able to explore the joy of being gay and Arab at the same time. Club Arak and the friends I made through it gave me the courage to be my authentic self with my family, overcoming the shame that riddled my teens and early twenties. Two decades later, I am still friends with some of the people I met, laughed and danced with during those years. I am thrilled that Alissar used this space to consider how politics and partying played a role in fostering a much-needed safe space and community for Sydney’s queer Arab community.


Alongside those who share their decades of wisdom, it is a privilege to include some writers who are at a relatively early stage in their career. ‘My Mother’s Pronouns’ by Abu Leila looks at the ways that migrants build families with other displaced people. Here, Abu Leila uses stark prose, direct speech and open conversation to convey a short memoir, told in vignettes, with dark humour and light touch. Readers get a glimpse of the sisterhood and fierce matriarchal protection that helped form who Abu Leila is today.


Editing each of these chapters has given me pause to reflect on what the future holds for queer Arab storytelling. I can honestly say it looks promising.


Half the writers featured in This Queer Arab Family were invited to share their stories, while the other half were selected from a public open call for submissions. I was blown away by the response to the open call: ninety-two submissions were made from all corners of the world, including Casablanca, Riyadh, Beirut, Dubai, Amman, Baghdad, Jerusalem and Ramallah; Athens, London, Paris, Berlin, Belfast, Barcelona, Glasgow, Venice and Amsterdam; New York, Toronto, Los Angeles, Sydney, Melbourne, San Francisco, Ohio, Vancouver, Miami, Panama and beyond. Some pieces were written in Arabic and French, as well as in English. It was a joy and privilege to read each one. It is worth reflecting on some of the findings from this large body of queer Arab writing, so that you can see the vibrant places LGBTQ+ Arabs are exploring.


The geographies of the writers who responded to the open call represent the full range of nationalities from across the Levant, Gulf, North Africa and Mesopotamian regions, and are a mix of those living in the Arab world or as part of the immigrant diaspora. The diaspora experiences also range hugely, from those born and raised in the Arab world to the children or grandchildren of immigrants. Some writers straddle the middle ground, splitting their time equally between the diaspora and the SWANA region, where their families still reside. There are also several writers who cannot return home, either due to safety reasons or because they are Palestinian and are denied the right of return.


The diversity in locations of the writers and their experiences proves that there is no one right way to be Arab or queer, and indeed that no hierarchy of such experience should exist. The submissions are written in various forms of narrative nonfiction, including essays, short memoirs, vignettes and letters. The power of place was prominent. One writer shared their experience of a hook-up gone wrong in Cairo that resulted in an arrest, which gave rise to their reflections on their profound love for the city itself. Other writers share stories on ‘reverse diaspora’, where they come of age and embrace their identities after moving back to Tunisia, Lebanon or Egypt.


Many used the open call as a chance to reflect on the intersection of sexuality and faith – both Muslim and Christian. A few writers argue that queer Arab kinship redefines family as a spiritual and political expression, and that this kinship transcends traditional notions of blood ties, gender or heteronormativity. Other writers explore activism, solidarity and the power of reclaiming language and culture as a means of defining family. Some pieces are centred on visceral nightlife interactions, or the power of collective mourning. Israel’s genocide in Gaza and the Syrian civil war rose time and time again. So did finding validation in family history and queer legacy.


Some submissions feature popular culture, television or music references, others are deeply private and personal, recounted through transcribed WhatsApp voice notes. One non-binary writer from the Gulf region penned a reflection on an online community of fellow Khaleejis that is largely anonymous, while numerous writers talked about their experiences finding parasocial connections and validation online – one writer described how an imam on the social media platform X shared their blessing.


Many of the pieces from the open call stuck with me. One writer shared a tribute to their gay, late great uncle, speaking to him from within a closet. Another tried to unpack childhood memories from Kuwait, where two women from their extended family dressed as men. Were they a couple? Were they trans? Seemingly, they were accepted by the community at the time. These stories are a tribute to our queer Arab ancestors and a poignant reminder that we have always been here.


It was fascinating to read how language is changing how we express our experiences. English is fortunate in that it does not grapple with gender binaries (with the exception of some nouns), while Arabic is a heavily gendered language – even second-person pronouns are masculine or feminine. Some of the French memoirs submitted in the open call use l’écriture inclusive. French is also a gendered language. The l’écriture inclusive movement reevaluates how we engage with gender in language. It is a new form of French expression, whereby masculine and feminine articles are combined, with a simple dot accent between them. The emergence of l’écriture inclusive means masculine no longer needs to be the default for addressing mixed groups of all or no genders, as it has been historically. It is an example of how language evolves so we do not always need to choose binaries. But, in the end, we did have to choose just ten writers for this collection.


There is immense power in collecting and circulating stories. In 2022, I edited and published This Arab Is Queer, which enjoyed – and continues to enjoy – worldwide success. I was fortunate to meet and speak with many queer Arabs around the world, both in person and on social media. The book opened countless doors for me and I was humbled by how positively it was received. I always felt joy when Arab community members who were not queer expressed praise and support for the book in public forums, proving we have countless allies and challenging the racist trope that our queer identity is always in conflict with our culture.


The readers whose feedback means the most are fellow queer Arabs. Both books are meant for them first and foremost, after all. I have lost count of the number of times queer Arabs have approached me in person or via private messages on social media, expressing how much the representation means to them and how much they enjoyed reading This Arab Is Queer. Friends and acquaintances also share stories of taking – smuggling, even – copies of the book to the SWANA region, sending messages and photos via WhatsApp and Signal to tell me how much their friends cherish it.


Following a recent panel discussion at the Common Press bookshop in East London, a few people asked me to sign their copies of This Arab Is Queer. As I did, I noticed a Lebanese man in his early twenties and his plus one standing to the side. After I had finished signing, he approached me, somewhat nervously, to tell me how much the book meant to him. He expressed it with such heart. He said a lot of it hit close to home, especially the chapters by writers from Lebanon, where he was born and raised. As he was telling me this, it looked like his eyes were on the cusp of welling up. I expressed my gratitude, but I regret not asking if he would like a hug.


This second book is the hug we all need. One that provides a sense of comfort and warmth amid challenging times.


For many of us, the importance of family is ingrained in our psyche from a very young age. It’s not uncommon for Arabs to believe that the role we play within our families impacts whether our parents and siblings command respect from others in the community. ‘Coming out’ looks very different for us. Many queer Arabs fear that if their true identities are public, they could bring shame on their families. It doesn’t help that most Arab countries have legal statutes that criminalise same-sex activity. Penalties range from state-sanctioned discrimination to prison sentences. In a few extreme cases, it can lead to capital punishment. This ensures the stigma, shame and bigotry around queer identities remains culturally entrenched. As a result, coming out can place our safety and wellbeing at risk or lead to excommunication from the family. For many queer Arabs, these risks are too great to bear. For others, severing ties with family is a last-resort decision.


Queer Arab communities are often spoken over, either painted as passive victims of a barbaric culture in need of rescuing, or supposedly ‘brainwashed’ by the west. We are expected to play the role of the ‘perfect victim’ and deviations from this can be used to discredit us. We are stripped of our ability to share our stories on our own terms from two directions.


In recent years, we have witnessed more developments across Southwest Asia and North Africa that prove the fight for queer liberation and equality is far from over. Items emblazoned with the rainbow colours have been banned in several Gulf states and the Iraqi Parliament reinstated the criminalisation of homosexuality with jail terms of up to fifteen years. A string of political figures in Lebanon vilified the queer community in early-to-mid-2023 to distract from their own corruption and complicity in the country’s devastating economic crisis, which climaxed when a group of Christian fundamentalists terrorised a bar in Beirut while it was hosting a drag show.


In the West, queer Arab bodies have been weaponised to justify and further the imperialist ambitions of nation states. This was evident amid Israel’s genocidal war on the Gaza Strip, where Israeli forces and their Zionist supporters worldwide used pinkwashing (among other things) to justify the brutal military campaign. The image of an Israeli soldier, standing among the rubble and destruction of Gaza, holding up a pride flag with ‘in the name of love’ written on it, went viral in November 2023. This kind of propaganda is extremely damaging for queer Palestinians, among others.


These blatantly homophobic incidents or harmful pinkwashing tropes have provoked anger, and rightly so. However, the community has harnessed this anger to build and foster meaningful connections. It has proven how strong we are, why our ingenuity cannot be underestimated and why queer Arab joy will always triumph.


These developments also allowed me to reflect on how queer Arabs find community and/or family (chosen or otherwise). This, in turn, allowed me to reflect on my own journey of seeking community and kinship with other queer Arabs.


It wasn’t until my mid-twenties, shortly after my first serious relationship and several years after I started my coming out journey, that I truly discovered myself as a gay Arab in Sydney. Five years after that, I moved to London. Though I had a circle of friends in London and soon started dating the British man who would eventually become my husband, I still had to find other queer Arabs all over again. In my third year in London, I discovered the Pride of Arabia parties and book clubs, which gradually snowballed into other queer Arab community events, WhatsApp groups and parties. I also met other queer Arabs through activism, forging comradeship through marching together in pro-Palestine protests, London Trans Pride and attending a vigil for Sarah Hegazy, the late queer Egyptian activist whose passing in exile had an emotional impact on queer Arabs worldwide.


I derived much strength and joy – depending on context – from these queer Arab friendships, both in Sydney and London. But all of this was thrown into uncertainty in early 2023, when I experienced sudden and complete hearing loss. That year, which I spent waiting to receive a cochlear implant, I realised just how important family, friendships and community are.


While my husband was a beacon of support and love during that time (as he is today), I still felt socially isolated. My hearing aid was no longer providing me with clarity in sound, so I avoided large social gatherings. I had fewer FaceTime calls with my family in Sydney, as I couldn’t hear them clearly anymore. This took me to emotional low-points and made me reevaluate my relationship with my longtime deafness. I did not realise how much I would miss being involved in queer Arab community events and gatherings and how much I would miss existing in those spaces with ease and confidence in communication. And while my husband (who has the patience of a saint) was there for me and understood my needs, I still missed being surrounded by my large, loud Arab family on the other side of the world.


The uncertainty of whether the cochlear implant would be successful made me fear that I may never again experience the queer Arab joy I derive from interactions with community or family. I underestimated my need for these interpersonal dynamics, and the role my culture and sexuality played in that need.


Thankfully, after my cochlear was activated in the first week of 2024, my life quickly changed in the best way possible. It took a year of complete deafness to reflect on my journey seeking queer Arab community on opposite ends of the world. That year was a humble reminder to never take community for granted. It taught me how to celebrate our lived experiences with newfound appreciation.


There is an abundance of joy in queer Arab families and communities. Sharing that joy asserts our existence in cultures – both Western and Arab – that want to erase us. This joy deserves to be highlighted and celebrated. This joy proves that despite all the hardships we may experience, we are family, too.









SHROUK EL-ATTAR


DANCING QUEER


‘You need to focus,’ I have been told. ‘Pick a direction.’ And I agree, for the most part. But how can I strip away the parts of myself that don’t fit the mould? How can I tell the story of how I became an engineer without mentioning the belly dancing? Without challenging what a ‘real engineer’ is supposed to look like, or what they’re allowed to do? I’m not just one thing. I’m queer. I’m Arab. I’m an engineer. I’m a dancer. I refuse to cut myself into pieces just to fit. Because it’s in our full, complicated selves that real strength lives. That’s what makes a family resilient. That’s what makes a story worth hearing.


When my family was deported, I lost more than just a home; I lost the certainty about who I could become. Two defining pursuits began to shape my life during those turbulent years.


The first was engineering. Here, I reflect on the challenges faced by the global ethnic majority and immigrants trying to break into the field, and how every ‘no’ I received only fuelled my determination to find another way forward. That fire didn’t come from nowhere, it came from watching my family rebuild from nothing, again and again. I wanted to create stability, not just for myself, but to honour their strength and sacrifice.


The second was Dancing Queer, a project that began as personal resistance and blossomed into cultural reclamation. Belly dance had been appropriated, distorted into a colonial fantasy stripped of its history. But for me, it was joy and power, a direct connection to my roots. In my performances, I wore sequins like armour, moving my body in defiance. When I danced, I wasn’t just performing – I was remembering. I was rewriting. Each move was loudly declaring that I am still here. And I take up space on my own terms.


The moment I fused my passions, creating a non-binary, belly-dancing robot was electrifying. It felt like tearing down a wall that had no right to be there in the first place. For the first time, I wasn’t switching between selves, I was building a world where all of me could exist at once, unapologetically.


This wasn’t just a technical project; it was my rebellion, coded in circuits and hardware. This robot challenged the rigid norms of gender and reclaimed authenticity, merging cutting-edge technology with the elegance of traditional Egyptian dance. But I didn’t wake up dancing.
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I bolt upright to the shrill ring of my phone in the darkness. It’s 5.00 am. Who could possibly be calling now? For a moment, nothing makes sense. The room is unfamiliar, the shapes in the dark all wrong. Then it hits me, I’m not at home. I’m at my friend’s place, curled up in their spare room. The call keeps ringing. My heart hammers as I fumble to answer. Before I can speak, my mother’s voice bursts through, high-pitched and cracked with terror. ‘They’re here! They’re breaking in!’ she screams. In the background I hear the horrible sounds of heavy footsteps and chaos. For a split second, I am frozen, the world tilting under me. Then adrenaline floods my veins. I throw on yesterday’s clothes with trembling hands and tear out of the flat.


I leap onto my bicycle and kick off so hard the pedals nearly snap. Please, please, please let them be okay, I chant in my head as I fly through the silent pre-dawn streets. The air is raw and cold against my face, each gulp of breath burning in my lungs. My phone is still in my pocket, chiming incessantly with incoming messages, but I don’t stop to check it. I don’t even notice my friends who are racing over in cars and on bikes a short distance behind. The blurry edges of sleep are still clinging to my eyes and all I can see is the road ahead lit by my swerving headlight. I run a red light at an empty intersection, legs pumping, panic propelling me forward. The city is quiet – too quiet – as if holding its breath for what I’ll find at home.


Turning onto my street, I instantly know something is very wrong. The usually dark row of houses is awake with lights and movement. Neighbours stand in clutches on the sidewalk in robes and slippers, their faces pale beacons in the gloom. I skid to a stop and nearly fall off the bike. There’s our small, terraced house halfway down the street, front door wide open, swinging back and forth in the wind. Every few seconds it bangs against the wall with a hollow thud. Our belongings are scattered across the front steps and path – a patchwork of clothes, books and personal items tossed haphazardly; glass shattered. Oh God. My stomach lurches. The early morning drizzle has turned into a cold, needling rain, which pinpricks my skin as I drop my bike and run.


Inside, a nightmare has come to life. The narrow hallway is strewn with shoes and jackets pulled from the coat rack. I stumble over an overturned Moroccan sofa cushion – one that used to sit proudly in our living room, now thrown to the floor, its embroidered patterns catching the harsh beam of a flashlight left on the side table. The walls, adorned with my mother’s beloved glittered rose decorations, flicker in and out of shadow as figures move through the rooms. Those glitter roses – usually so warm and cheerful, sparkling in the light – now seem garish against the silhouette of a tall man in a helmet. I catch a whiff of something familiar and disorienting: Turkish coffee. In the kitchen to my left, I see a mug of my mother’s morning coffee, still half-full, now stone-cold, next to the sink. Beside it, a dark liquid pools on the linoleum – a spilled drink, tea or juice maybe, knocked over. The sight of that small, ordinary mess amid the wreckage makes my chest twist. This was our home just minutes ago – peaceful, safe, waking up to a new day – and now it’s been turned upside down.


A uniformed officer shoulders past me in the hall, nearly knocking me into the wall. I press myself back, heart pounding, as more border police flood our tiny living room. They’re wearing bulky black bulletproof vests with bold letters across the front, helmets with visors, and heavy boots that stomp on our fraying rug. Their presence is overwhelming, a swarm of dark-clad figures moving with militant precision in the confined space. One of them barks orders into a radio. The walls seem to close in, the air thick with sweat and aggression. I struggle to breathe; it’s as if their collective anger is sucking the oxygen out of the house. ‘Where is my family?!’ I shout, but my voice comes out strangled, unheard in the commotion. I feel invisible, a ghost in my own home as these intruders tear it apart.


Over the clamour, I hear a whimper from outside – my little brother. I spin on my heel and sprint back toward the open door, where the rain hits me full in the face. There, in the driveway, two officers are dragging my mother and my brother towards a black van parked at the curb. My mother’s hair is loose and wild in the wind and her feet are bare on the wet concrete. She’s in her thin nightgown, the one with the sunflowers, now soaked through and clinging to her shivering form. My brother, only sixteen, isn’t even wearing a coat – just a t-shirt and pyjama bottoms. My chest constricts. I scan frantically for my sister – she’s only seventeen. We were close in age. I was just nineteen myself, but in that moment, it felt like I should have been older, stronger, someone who could protect them. The van’s rear doors open. In the dim light, I catch a glimpse of a terrified face pressed to the window: my sister is already inside.


‘Mama! Ibby!’ I scream for my mother and my brother into the stormy air, my voice cracking. My legs feel like they’re moving through wet cement, everything in my body strains to reach my family. An officer steps into my path out of nowhere, a towering wall of black uniform. I collide with his solid form. His hands grip my shoulders with iron force, holding me back.


‘Stay back!’ he snaps, shoving me away as if I’m the threat. I stumble and fall hard on my knees on the pavement. Pain shoots up my legs, but I barely register it.


‘Please, don’t take them,’ I beg, my voice raw and high like a child’s. My mother hears me and twists her head around. Our eyes meet for one agonising second. Her face is streaked with rain and despair. She tries to say something, but an officer pushes her into the van, cutting her off. My little brother is wailing openly now, resisting with all his small might as they put him in the van after her. This cannot be happening. It feels like some horrific dream, a movie scene, not our life.


A wave of border police stomp through our tiny house, their voices cold, authoritative, final, as if we are criminals. There is also translator standing detached from the scene, relaying my mother’s screams and my little brother’s sobs into neutral tones, something digestible for the system that is destroying us.


Do you realise how fucked up that is?


Someone standing there.


Calmly translating our terror into bureaucratic language.


Making it legible for the system destroying us.


Do you really realise how fucked up that is?


The van’s doors slam shut with a dreadful finality, swallowing my family whole. I lunge forward again, but two officers block me. This time a friend grabs my arm too, trying to save me from myself. I hadn’t even noticed my friends arriving – one of my best friends is here in her hoodie and sandals, face soaked, having run through the rain behind me. Another friend’s car is idling on the curb, headlights cutting through the grey dawn. Inside, I think I hear my brother screaming for me. I am failing them. ‘STOP! Please!’ I howl. One of my friends tries to wrap their arms around me from behind in a desperate hug, but an officer forcefully separates us, shoving my friend away.


‘Get back, all of you!’ she growls. My friends are shouting too – some at the officers, some encouraging me to step away – but I barely comprehend the words over the van’s engine and my own heartbeat thundering in my ears.


The van begins to move, something in me shatters. A scream rips from my throat – a raw, animal sound that I didn’t know I could make. ‘No, no, no.’ It’s all I can say, over and over, a mantra of denial. I claw at the wet concrete, as if I could dig through it and somehow tunnel to wherever they’re going. I am dimly aware of my friends hovering near me, of one kneeling down and putting a hand on my back, sobbing herself. Another friend is yelling curses at the retreating convoy through his tears. The officers form a loose line between us and the departing vehicles, stern faces impassive under their helmets.
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