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Mawalech 12.5

After working more, we realized that we cannot keep publishing an English version of Mawaleh regularly.
We decided to let go of the idea, and just move on with our Arabic language magazine. Our first English
version was inspired by Sanna who has been very supportive of Mawaleh and who “wanna be Mawaelh”.
She even proofread the articles in this issue. Yet, one great person came along, and we thought that we
need to show appreciation the best way we can; produce a magazine.

Ottavia is a great person who made a personal donation to help us launching our website. Without her,
the website would have never been online. She had always asked for translation. She always believed in
the power of connection and the power of humans.

Ottavia,

This issue of Mawaleh is meant for you. Nour and Mahmoud put an effort to produce an English/Arabic
issue of Mawaleh.

This is our way of saying thank you!

Nonetheless, a few articles are not translated. Some are only in English while some are only in Arabic.
Missing you!

Thank you for everything.
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AUGUST 2012

Well, it was our first issue, so give us a break!

The story in short is that we started planning the
magazine in June 2012, but Sami went to Syria,
and suddenly he started getting new jobs. He
was the only who could work on InDesign, which
is an Adobe software to design magazine. So, we
needed to get over with the first issue so we can
publish and commit ourselves to the magazine,
and we did.

Before that, Sami’s experience in InDesign was
too limited, but he started giving it a shot, and
Mawaleh kept improving. Anyway, let’s talk about
what we had published there.

To be honest, theideas were still under developing,
and that issue was not really that well-developed.
Nonetheless, we published it. We decided to have
an article about anal sex. Let’s say it's our way to
test how people might react to a queer magazine
in Syria. Well, they were shocked. Syrian media
just went over that topic; LGBTQI community in
Syria has a magazine and they are talking about
anal sex. ldiots, aren’t they?

We also published an interview with Sami’s good
friend Bradley Secker.

Naeren

BRADLEY SECKER:
SYRIAN LGBTQI'S MUST UNITE

Bradley Secker is a British freelance photojournalist
who has his own personal photography project. A
few years ago, Bradley decided to document the
lives of LGBTQI people in the Middle East. He
traveled to Syria, Lebanon, and Iran. He is based
in Turkey now. Bradley started the project with
documenting the lives of Iraqi refugees who had
to flee Iraq because of their identities. He also
documented the lives of Iranian LGBTQI activists
and some Iranian LGBTQI refugees in Turkey. He
also worked with Turkish Kurds who are working
to claim more rights for Kurdish LGBTQI people
in south Turkey. Throughout his portraits, Bradley
allows to put a face on each case that represents
the suffering of LGBT people in the region. Bradley
reports from the region about the war in Syria,
revolution in Egypt, and the situation in Turkey.

Bradley has been supportive of Mawaleh and our
initiative for Syrian LGBTQI Pride Day. Interviewing
avery close friend can be hard, but we managed to
do it in Kadikoy, Istanbul in July 2012.

Bradley visited Syria in 2007 and 2010. Later on,
he went to Syria several times to do report about
the war there. While his first visit to Syria was to
explore the country, he went back in 2010 to do
some work with gay Iraqgi refugees in Syria.

When he was in Damascus, Bradley noticed that
Syrian gay community was visible and that gay
Syrians never tried to hide what they were doing,
which made them the “most daring gay people

in the region”. Bradley had to become a night
owl while he was in Syria, because he was there
during Ramadan. Nonetheless, he noticed that
night cruising was happening even then in areas
like Hijaz, Shaalan, and President Bridge. “Nobody
tried to hide themselves, which made me believe
that gay community in Syria was a very proud one”,
Bradley says. However, he did not meet any lesbian
women or transgendered people in Syria.

When he was in Damascus in 2010, Bradley
interviewed and photographed gay Iraqis who
fled the gay killings in Iraq to seek asylum and
resettlement through the UNHCR in Syria.
According to UN statistics there was about 40,000
LGBTQI Iraqgi refugees in Syria in 2010.

Bradley thought that Mawaleh should include
articles about cultural events, gay culture, and
news from Syria. For being a magazine in the

activism journalism Arena, Mawaleh is different
from LGBTQI media in the west.

Bradley concluded the interview with a message to
LGBTQI people in the Middle East who spent their
lives as if they are on a holiday. After which, they
come back to listen to their boss, i.e. traditions
and families, and marry people for the other sex to
turn their lives and the lives of their partners into
miserable lives full of deception and lies. “Middle
Eastern LGBTQI people must move and claim their
rights. It's about time”, Bradley said.

At the time of the interview, Syria had not come
yet to the state of the ugly war that is destroying
the country now. Bradley was hoping that Syrian
LGBTQI people would not have to suffer like their
Iraqi brothers and sisters. Yet, it's an ugly war now,
and we are hoping to do a follow up interview with
Bradley soon.
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‘Kiitmaan’: exploring the realities of Lesbian,
Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) lives
in the Middle East

‘Kiitmaan’ is the Arabic for the act of
hiding or concealing. This exhibition forms
part of a five-year photographic project
documenting the realities of life for
some LGBT individuals in the Middle East
between 2010 and 2012. The images in
this exhibition tell diverse personal stories
and relate the experiences of those LGBT
people who are forced to claim asylum
based on their sexuality or gender identity.

The exhibition highlights the circumstances
of Iranian and lIraqi LGBT refugees in
central Anatolia, before their resettlement
in Europe or North America. The exhibition
also explores LGBT Kurdish identity in south
eastern Turkey, and documents how these
communities are seeking legal equality
and acceptance.

exploring the realities of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) lives in the Middle East

Curious Duke Gallery - Whitecross Street ,London 8QP EC1Y Tube - Old Street / Barbican
MON - FRI: 11:30 AM /6:30 PM / SAT:12:00 AM /4:00 PM
CLOSED SUNDAYS RUNNING: 10-25 March 2013

is the Arabic for the act of hiding or concealing.

This work forms part of a five-year photographic project documenting the realities of life

for some LGBT individuals in the Middle East between 2010 and 2012.

The images in this exhibition tell diverse personal stories and relate the experiences of those
LGBT people who are forced to claim asylum based on their sexuality or gender identity.

The exhibition highlights the circumstances of Iranian and Iraqi LGBT refugees in ceniral Anatolia,
before their resettiement in Europe or North America, and also explores LGBT Kurdish identity

in south eastern Turkey, and how these communities are seeking legal equality and acceptance.
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SEPTEMBER 2012

Development was still in progress. Nour started
criticizing the magazine’s design, which is a great
thing, because we were having debates about
keeping the colored backgrounds for each section
or not. Sami didn’t want to keep them, but the rest
were voting yes. So, while we were still working
on ideas for the design, we started to feel like

a family. A very special family; all of us are cute.
Well, maybe Sami is a bit old to be called cute, but
he's okay.

More subjects were included and we had an
interview with a man who was almost killed by
his family. We published that in Mawaleh English
No.1, but we will republish it here again.

interview by: Sami Hamwi
translation by: Nour Maarawi
translation edited by: Adam Domari

“M.F” was just a teenager that did not have enough
knowledge when his mother asked him to get married
before she died. He had just finished high school
and wanted to continue his studies at the university,
despite the rambling thoughts and emotions he used
to have and had been too afraid to show.

It was the early 1990’s and Syria had not caught
up with the technological revolution yet. Having a
landline was a dream that needed a ten-year plan
to achieve. “M.F"’s only option was to wander the
streets and public parks searching for someone with
whom he shared the same feelings and thought;
someone who had a place, any place, where they
can steal some moments alone and surrender to
the desires that raged inside them.

The nineteen-year-old gave in to his mother’s
wishes of an arranged marriage to one of his
relatives. For a while, he thought that his desire
for men would eventually die; he relied on prayer
and the Quran to help him in his journey. He also
focused his attention on studying, even more than
on his marriage.

Only a few months passed by before he started
loathing his wife's body that lay in their bed next to
him. Although he was doing his marital duties, he
could not sleep next to her. So, he started sleeping
in the living room turning its sofa into his perpetual
sleeping bed; he is still sleeping on that sofa until
now. That decision sparked the expected problems
with his wife; they separated several times but she
returned to him every time.

JUST LET ME BE

Years passed by, during which their strange
relationship did not prevent them from having a
son and two daughters. He thought that his luck is
changingwhen he was granted a master scholarship
abroad. He spent two years before he coming back
to a wife and four children; his wife had given birth
to a third daughter while he was studying. Having
four children proved too difficult for his troubled
relationship with his wife and they separated for a
long time.

After two years of studying abroad, “M.F” came
back with the same level of religiousness. But he
was able to reconcile with his desires and started
to look for a partner to share a secret life with. He
found what he was looking for in ayoung man a few
years his junior. He fell in love with him and they
started to meet more frequently before they tried
to rent an apartment where they can get together
from time to time. This relationship started before
he and his wife separated and continued until after

they did.

“M.F” thought that life started to smile at him
and that he would be able to continue with his
secret relationship in peace; he was fulfilling all his
responsibilities towards his family, and at the same
time, he had a lover with whom he can be his true self.

That smile did not last for long.
His wife found out about his sexual orientation

and started threating to tell his family. He did not
comply, so she told his and his lover’s families about

their secret relationship. Having some photos the
two lovers took in a moment of recklessness helped
her prove that she was not lying.

Then his journey with pain, persecution, threats
and torture began.

Months passed by with “M.F” living in constant fear
until one day, one of his brothers fired a gun at him
in an attempt to intimidate him into going back
to his wife and remaining faithful to her without
causing any more scandals. “M.F”’s wound was
superficial and after his brothers bandaged it, they
handcuffed him to a toilet, beat him, and urinated
on him until he complied with their conditions.

He went back to his wife, who still follows him,
threatening to expose his sexual orientation to
his employers and colleagues this time around,
if he even thought of trying to meet or have sex
with someone. She even taught their own son to
humiliate him with the word “sodomite” or “faggot”
when they argue about something.

Some scars on “M.F"”s body are still visible as
an evidence of his family’s brutality. His life is
yet an example of the troubles and hardships
gays in Syria still have to go through. But “M.F”
doesn’t even consider it to be a life; his life has
been taken hostage and he was prohibited from
living. Every time he manages to steal a moment
to speak with a gay friend of his, he says, “I just
want to live. | just want them to let me live. My
life is like death...”
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OCTOBER 2012

Now this was really a great issue! Two lesbian
writers joined Mawaleh. How great is that!

The cover was designed by Nour, who took
responsibility of cover designing afterwards.
It wasn’t an easy task. Sarmad also started
interviewing a lesbian friend of his, who is still
telling us her story. We added new sections talking
about a queer person, an LGBT book, and also an

art section. It was great to do all that, and we could
finally say that Mawaleh started to mature.

A MISSING CONNECTION

“Being a girl is hard enough in this country, the
way we're treated on the streets or in public
transportation... Now imagine that this girl is a
lesbian! Believe me, it's a living nightmare” an
anonymous lesbian told Mawaleh. “On the other
hand it's frustrating; there is neither an official
hangout nor a known dating website where all
girls can meet” she added.

Loulia Dawood and Layla Rihani

Loulia.Dawood@gmail.com

Layla.Rihani@gmail.com

Being a lesbian in this country puts you under too

much pressure; if a straight girl gets hit on the
streets once, then a butch lesbian will get offended
ten times more. This is the reality that we're living
in. But as it turns out, this is not the main issue for
lesbians in Syria.

The main problem is not having a known way to
connect; there is no official dating website that
all girls know of in the country, nor a hangout or
a café or anything. On the other hand there is a
dating website for gays in Syria. It's an international
website but it happened that all the guys know of
it which makes it easier for them to connect.

"We are everywhere in this country” an anonymous
lesbian said. “The problem is that we are divided
into many small groups for no way for us to get in
touch with each other” she added.

As many of the girls were interviewed for this
article they all agreed on the same point; being in
small groups with no way to connect is one of the
main problems of the lesbian society in Syria. Yet,
there could be a solution.

Lately, secret groups have been taking place on
the worldwide socializing website, Facebook.
These groups can’t be found if you look for them by
name. You must be added by a person who already
belongs to the group.

“I made a fake account on Facebook and then a
lesbian friend of mine added me to four secret
groups and they were all about lesbians in Syria”
an anonymous lesbian told Mawaleh. “At first | was
afraid that some members on the group might be
straight guys with fake lesbian accounts and just
wanting to fool around with girls. But it turned out
that all 79 members of the group are lesbians and

the number in increasing by the minute” she added.

Yet, even lesbians are afraid of meeting other
lesbians on such secret groups. “What if she ended
up being the irrational type, calling my parents and
telling them about my sexual orientation? | can’t
just trust girls | never met that easy!” an anonymous

bisexual girl told Mawaleh. “Most lesbians would
understand what I'm talking about” she added.

And as it turns out, she is not alone. Most of the
lesbian community in Syria is living under that
same fear. It is not only the fear of hurting the
family when the girl is outed, but mostly, the fear
of getting hurt herself.

Most of the Syrian families come with a mixture of
tradition and religion in their backgrounds. There
could be some open-minded families that accept
and support their daughter, unfortunately, that is
not the case for the majority.

Women in Syria are less likely to be financially
independent nor settled apart from their families.
The idea of being kicked out of the family house is
hunting most of the lesbians, and the consequences
of being homeless and unsupported are something
no one wants to face in this society.

But being kicked out is not the only problem, since
a lot of lesbians come from conservative families,
another type of struggle floats to the surface;
forced marriages.

“Wearing too many faces, would only kill the spirit
inside of me” a lesbian married to a man said.

There is a big number of lesbians who were forced
to get married. Some of them played it smart and
managed to marry a gay man in order to avoid
problems but even in such situation it doesn’t get
that easy.

At the end; being concerned about other lesbians to
find out about your sexuality is not the main reason
of not coming-out to them. The real reason is the
fear of the future. But you know what! It gets better!
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NOVEMBER 2012

Everybody loves this cover, but the issue itself was
good too. We added another section as well. This
one is called Okrok Ajam, which covers activism
and ways to ask for rights. It was a good addition.

Mawaleh started to receive more contributions
from readers. More stories started to come out.
Sami also wrote some very short stories that were
published in the issue, while Sarmad kept writing
his brilliant articles.

SAFE SEX

Looking at himself in the mirror,
he can barely see a face, he can
barely see a body — he can barely
see. Bathed and covered with
perfume, he went earlier on a
sex date to end what it seemed
to him an eternal state of
erection and sexual desires. He
only notices that his nose is still
bleeding when he feels that the
splotch of blood has touched his
bruised thigh as it is reddening
the bed sheet. It's only now when
he realizes that a condom is not
enough to have “safe sex”.

Very Short Gay Stories

Sami Hamwi
syriangayguy@gmail.com

A GAY MUSLIM

Looking around, everything looks strange and
familiar at the same time, he knows this place but he
is unable to recognize it. His rapid heartbeats force
him to shut his eyes after glimpsing a gorgeous
man with a lusty look. He feels the man’s hands on
his body that has been yearning for a touch. While
his eyes are still shut, those hands release him
from the chains of his oppression; he ejaculates
all his pains before their scents awakens him from
his momentary trance. He looks around for the
disapearent man before he realizes that his eyes are
still shut. He opens them hoping to see his dream
man next to him, but he finds himself in his room;
alone on his bed. “It was a dream. Astaghferullah
al-Azeem — Forgive me Allah for | have sinned”, he
says. Three times like every other good Muslim he
says it. And then, he lays again in his bed, and with
a quirky smile he closes his eyes again, wishing to
have the same man in his dream once more.

ANOTHER GAY MUSLIM

At the peak of their foreplay,
Ahmad leaves Amjad alone on
the bed and rushes towards
the bathroom. “Please wait,
we haven’t seen each other for
days.”, Amjad says before the
sound of the splash becomes
louder than sound of bomb shells
forcing him to follow Ahmad to
the bathroom in a desperate try
to end his torture, but Ahmad
comes out of the bathroom
looking down and asking Amjad
to cover himself. “It’s prayer time.
| will try to come tomorrow after
Isha prayer. Assalamu Alaykom”.
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MAWALEH SURVEY 2; LGBTQI RIGHTS IN SYRIA

The survey had paragraph questions, in which many participants commented that they fear the traditions

Yes - Now [51]

and the laws in the country.

— Mo [7]

Do you think that establishing a Syrian LGBTQI association is good for the cause?

Yes — Now 51%
Yes — Not Now 42% Mok Mo (421
No 7%

Yes - Not Now [32] ——————

DECEMBER 2012

— MNa [11]

Do you think that distributing awareness leaflets is good for the LGBTQI cause in Syria?

Cute face on the cover, and some nice articles and

Yes — Now 57%
good content! It was the last issue of 2012, and Yes — Not Now 329 N "
we started thinking of theming each issue starting No 1% |

January 2013.

Mo [23]

Do you believe that it is possible to organize marches and demos to ask for LGBTQI rights in Syria?

Yes - Now [11]

Yes - NOW 1 1% Yes - Not Now [56]
Yes — In the future 56%
No 33%

————Maybe [26]
Do you think it is possible to attract heterosexual support for LGBTQI cause in Syria? —No (7]
Yes 67%
Maybe 26% Vs i
No 7%

Mo [51]
Do you have an experience or an information about rights movements?

Yes — Good Information 19% \ e oma (19]
Yes — Little Information 30% e Nt Good (30—

No 51%
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JANUARY 2013

It was our first themed issue, and it was about
strength and resilience. We designed the pages
in a way that looked like Mawaleh was carved in
stone, which is almost what we have done.

It was a great issue, and we did a report about
Syrian LGBTQI's wishes for 2013. You can imagine
that all of them wanted the war to end and have
security back.

By the way, Mawaleh is the only themed magazine
in Arab countries.

A STORY OF RESILIENCE
ASSEM AL-"TAWDI

When one thinks of resilience, Assem al-Tawdi
comes to mind. He has been working on his own
for years, trying to spread awareness and empower
LGBTQI people in Arab countries. Yet, when you
talk to him, he keeps saying that “we need to do
more”.

On 11 May 2001, Assem was on Queen Boat when
the police raided the party and arrested 52 gay
men who were there. Some of those men spent
more than five years in prison. Even the friend
whom Assem went with on the boat was arrested.

“It was a miracle”, Assem says about his escape,
“Everybody was busy when | tried to leave, and |
couldn’t believe | was able to trick the policemen
there”, he continued. He just told a policeman that
the “boss” gave him permission to leave.

The police charged the 52 gay men with many
charges including Satanism and engaging in
sexual acts in public. Furthermore, the names of
the 52 victims were all over the mainstream media
in Egypt, with many personal details such as their
work and home addresses.

Fearing that Assem might be arrested and tortured
later, his mother suggested that he should leave
Egypt. He went to San Francisco and was granted
asylum there.

In the USA, Assem pursued a Master degree in
Special Education, and started working as teacher.
He wasn’t thinking of becoming an activists for
many personal reasons. Yet, all that changed at a
book signing event.

Ricky Martin’s biography, “Me"”, was just released,
and Assem was there, face to face with his idol.
“You're from Egypt! Youwere on that boat!”, Martin
said to Assem who was stunned by the recognition.
“l didn't know what happened to me, but | felt that

| had to do something”, Assem says. The feeling
kept growing bigger as he read through the book.
Still, he was reluctant to start working on LGBTQI
issues.

Assem had to think about his family wellbeing;
working on LGBTQI issues in Arab countries can
cause many problems to anyone who is related
to the activist. Assem’s mother and sister are
still in Egypt, but the anger and frustration with
homophobic attacks and the way LGBTQI people
are treated in Arab countries was too compelling
to be ignored.

Almost three years ago, Assem started publishing
videos online talking about homosexuality. He
came out to the world because he felt that working
behind a mask and a pseudonym would never be
enough. Ever since, he has been volunteering his
time and money for the cause and trying to connect
with other LGBTQI activists to work together.

“More people need to come out. This will help alot
more than hiding”, Assem says, “we need to make
more videos. They are more powerful because
people will be forced to accept that Arab LGBTQI
people do exist”, he continues.

Assem is also working on initiatives to spread
awareness about LGBTQI issues among Arab and
Muslim communities in the USA because he feels
that Arabs and Muslims imprison themselves with
their fears of traditions even in countries where
LGBTQI people have rights. He is connecting with
Arab and Muslim Sheikhs and community figures
in the USA who, according to Assem, are being
more accepting of homosexuality than some Arab
and Muslim LGBTQI people.

Assem became an inspiration to many people and
LGBTQI activists in Arab countries because of his
resilience, dedication, and his courage.
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What comes in February? You're right! Valentine's T
Day. So, it was about love and relationships. Since
we have a couple among our contributors, we

celebrated Sarmad’s and Nawar’s relationship.

Nour made a wonderful design for a spread that
looked like a card.

A COUPLE ON BOARD

Sarmad and Nawar met through mutual friends. It was love at first sight for both of them.
We celebrated their love in the issue with this card design by Nour Maarawi.
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It's Spring! Well, almost! We did an issue about
bear culture, because in Spring, bears come out of
hibernation.

Sami wrote almost all the issue since he is the only
one who knows about bear culture in Syria. He also
did a great piece about bareback sex in Syria.

BAREBACKSEXIN SYRIA

“You don’t have awareness campaigns about STD’s

and STI's in this region; it’s easier to have bareback
sex here than anywhere else in the world”, a tourist
who had visited Syria told Mawaleh. Although that
sentence might not be accurate, it still has some
truth to it. More people have unprotected sex in
the MENA region than in any other regions with
similar literacy and education rates.

In Syria, people with HIV are quarantined in remote
areas. Some of them are on a visit-ban list. “l had
to travel to a different city and use a different
name to have an HIV test”, a heterosexual girl told
Mawaleh. She had had unprotected sex when she
had visited Australia a few years ago. Yet, she still
has unprotected sex with Syrian partners, “I think
it's safer with Syrians, since foreigners have more
prevalence for HIV/AIDS”, she said.

When checking gay online dating sites, one cannot
but notice that most gay Syrians do not provide
information about safe sex practice or about their
health. Mawaleh came across a profile whose
owner checked the HIV+ choice. When asked
about how he was infected, he said, “l thought that
HIV+ means that | don't have HIV/AIDS.”

Some gay Syrians have had unsafe sex when they
were drunk. Others were just carried away with the
moment; “l know it’s irresponsible and dangerous,
but I did it anyway”, most of them told Mawaleh.
However, many others prefer unprotected sex to
safe sex.

Most gay Syrians who engage in unsafe sex do it
because “it feels better”, and “feeling the cum is
essential for pleasure”. Many believe that condoms
are unnatural and limit the good sensation. While
some insisted that they “won’t ever replace the
natural feeling of bareback sex with an artificial
feeling.” However, most of them said that they
would only do it when they are in a monogamous
relationships.

Gay Hammams are the most common places
where gay Syrians engage in unsafe sex practices.
“Whenever | look around, | never see anyone with
a condom”, Saleh, 28, told Mawaleh, “l didn’t have
condoms on me on many occasions at the Hammam
“ he continued. On the other hand, Hazem, 32,
insists that he can tell if someone might be at more
risk of being infected; “l can analyze people well”,
he says.

More people within the gay bear community have
sex than others in Syria, especially men who are
attracted to older bear men. Many older gay men
don’t use condoms because they never used it
while growing up, “l can’t get used to them now”,
many older men told Mawaleh. Younger men who
are attracted to older men believe that older men
are more responsible and care more about their
health since most of them are/were married, or
forced to be married when they were younger.

While many married men are more cautious, some
bisexual men enjoy swinging orgy parties that are
frequentin Syria, or were more frequent before the
war. Assaad, 45, is a bisexual doctor from Aleppo

who was tempted to go to one of those orgies.
“Since it was more of an orgy where everyone was
drunk, | thought | could have sex with men and
women there”, Assaad told Mawaleh, “however,
| was very worried during the following weeks
because | know how dangerous it was; everyone
was drunk and engaged in many dangerous and
risky practices. My wife and | could have been
infected with many STD’s or STI's that night”, he
continued.

Mawaleh published a survey after we did this
report. Only 19% of the participants said that they
had never engaged in unsafe sex practices. Most

of those who said that they preferred bareback sex
said that “it feels better”, while some admitted that
they were drunk when they failed to used condoms.
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APRIL 2013

It was Syria Issue. The issue included contributions
from readers with a homosexual story from a Syrian
city, with information about each city.

Sami won the debate and the pages background
became white as he always wanted.

I LOVE HOMS

By: Kiki Kiko

What can | say? | just love Homs. But Homs’ modern
history was split at one point on 18 April 2011. Now
we can say Homs before and after 18 April 2011, just
like we use BC and AD.

Homs might have been always upset for the lack of
parks and green spaces especially when comparing
herself to other cities. Homs have always suffered
from the eternal traffic jams because she only
have one main axis road; Damascus Road. Yet, you
feel that you have to fall in love with Homs and
the Homsi people. Those people who keep telling
jokes and laughing. You can’t go to a shop in Homs
without being treated by the people there as if you
are a longtime friend. Homsi people have that thing
about them, which makes you feel they are very close
to you. They are beautiful too; in Syria, everybody
says that Homsi girls are beautiful, but the guys are
hot too.

In Homs, you can enjoy many Homsi habits; Jebb
halva on Halva’'s Thursdays, and the cinema club for
examples. Yet, my favorite place in Homs is Midan
St. Maybe all other streets were more beautiful, like
Hamra, Ghota, Dablan, Hadara, or Stadium streets,
but, | don't know, | just love it. | also used to go on
night walks on Midan St. every night.

My friends and | used to have our own tradition!
We used to call it Homs Wednesday. We used to
go out to Dablan Park after finishing our day at the
university, buy shish tavuk sandwiches from Kreish,
go to the jeans’ market (jeans’ market is a men’s wear
market, and there are a lot if gay things that happen
there), and then go to have some tea in Farah café
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in the winters or at Rawdha café in the summers. At
Homs Wednesdays nights, we used to go watch a
film in the cinema club, and go on a walk on Midan
St. afterwards.

In Homs, you can feel that even the stones are alive;
each wall is a family, each house is a city by itself, and
each neighborhood is a universe. All those universes
come together as Homs.

In Homs, | used to have nice gay friends, but we are
apart now like everything else in life. | used to have a
lot of things in Homs before 18 April 2011.

After 18 April 2011, everything changed. People
started treating each other on the basis of their
hometowns and religions. They don’t care that |
am an atheist; they only care what my family’s sect
is. So, if they love this sect, they love me, and vice
versa. Even though | adore Homs's polluted air which
smells like oil, but now, Homsi people only care
about where | come from to know which political
side | support. No one even cares that | am against
both sides, and that | have always tried to work on

initiatives for dialogues and civil peace.
Despite all that, in spite of all their pains, even with
all the destruction and death, you still find that
Homsi people will tell you their stories, with a smile
that can tear your heart apart. Every time someone
does that, | go somewhere to be alone and cry.

Homsi people have faith, and | believe in them. They
are capable of loving anyone sincerely, which is a
relief because you will always know that they will
regret any reaction and know exactly how they can
correct whatever wrong they have done; they do
that with a smile.

Nabil Fayyad once said, “They keep talking about
Arab unity while Homs is still divided.” Unfortunately,
that’s true. Yet, you still meet with people who want
to mend bridges, and those people are becoming
more and more every day.

| really do not know what to say! No matter where
| go in Syria, once | see a car with Homs number
plates, | just wish to go and hug the peoplein it, hug
them hard, and say, “I am with you.”
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The issue was about homophobia. We republished

stories about homophobic attacks on some gay
men. Nawar wrote aboutahomophobicexperience
he went through.

Sarmad was amazing as always when he wrote an
article about homophobia.

Yet, it was Adam who did a great job in that issue
after pulling out ManJam statistics which should
that Syria ranked no.15 worldwide of ManJam
users when considering a 1/1000,000 ratio.

Moreover, An Iraqi contributor started sending us
stories from Iraq.

We had also an interesting article from one of
Sami’s heterosexual friends.

I AM SCARED BECAUSE MY FRIEND IS GAY

Being around and knowing as much, | sometimes feel things other people are not willing to say or tell. |

asked a heterosexual friend to write an article for Mawaleh and asked him to write about how he would

feel if his family or some of his friends and colleagues found out that one of his closest friends is gay.

At first, | never believed that homosexuality.
| have always thought that some people have
homosexual experiences because of the need to
have sex, and then when they get married, they
leave them behind. It was because our society and
our upbringing always tell us that homosexuality
is “bad and immoral”. A friend of mine discussed
homosexuality with me; she wanted to talk how
homosexuals are treated and how they view
themselves. Yet, at that time, | still believed that
homosexuals don't really exist, until | met Sami
and his friends, who shattered all my beliefs and
opinions that | had formed over the years.

| didn’t ever believe that homosexuality was a
disease or a psychological disorder. | only thought
that people turn to homosexuality because of the
society oppression, from which males and females
suffer. | thought that the strong traditions might
lead some girls and some boys to have homosexual
experiences for a period of time. Well, | know that
all this was nothing but an elusive assumption after
| met some gay men and talked to them.

Sami is one of my closest friends, and | was shocked
at first when he came out to me. | tried to convince

Sami

myself that it is not true, and | was in a real shock
for a while. Later on, Sami managed to alter my
stereotypical views about homosexuals after he
started explaining how gays and lesbians feel,
what their fears and worries are, and what they
need and want.

Istilldon’tknow alotabouthomosexuality,and lam
still trying to understand many things. But at least
| know by now that Syrian heterosexuals need a lot
of time to even begin to know what homosexuality
is. They will also need a lot of time to get rid of the
words that might hurt or humiliate homosexuals. |
am still trying to learn and understand until now.

Despite the change | have had in my views about
homosexuality, | am worried about the future after
| found out that one of my closest friends is gay.
| am afraid of what my other friends or my family
might think if they find out, especially that | know
that they still believe that homosexuality is “bad
and immoral”. But what matters now is that | still
consider Sami to be one of the closest and best
friends | have, and | am happy that he came out to
me because he was able to freely be himself and
be the affectionate good friend he is.

MANJAM USERS STATISTICS

Adam Doumari, our geek, managed
to collect data from Manlam, a gay
online dating site, and found out that
Syria is ranked number 14 worldwide by
ratio (1/1,000,000) ranking. The first is
Lebanon.

The statistics inspired us to ask Syrian
about their main reasons for using
ManlJam. The fear of the police, families,
other gay men, and the current war in
Syria were the main ones.

The stastics sheets are published in
Mawaleh May 2013.

Top 10 - Total number of Members
Indonesia
Philippines
Malaysia
India

USA

Egypt
Pakistan

____UnitedKingdom __
Lebanon
United Arab Emirates

15,824

Top 10 - Ratio (1 / 1,000,000)
Lebanon - 3804.99
Kuwait ~ 2730.84
Bahrain 2295.53
Qatar 1969.23
Brunei 1917.78
United Arab Emirates
Singapore
Jordan
Cyprus
Malaysia

1334-24
1306.97

114519
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Top 10 - Total number of Members
Indonesia

Philippines
Malaysia
India

USA
Egypt
Pakistan
United Kingdom
Lebanon
United Arab Emirates

15,824

Top 10 - Ratio (1 / 1,000,000) !

Brunei
United Arab Emirates
Singapore
Jordan

Malaysia

114519
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HOMOSEXUALITY
AND LGBT ACTIVISM
IN SYRIA

Homosexuality under the Syrian Constitution
and Syrian Laws

While previous constitution stated that Sharia
was a source for jurisprudence, Syrian constitution
of 2012 stated that “Sharia is the main source
for jurisprudence in Syria. Sharia laws are used
to criminalize homosexuality based on some
unfounded Hadiths (Muhammad’s paroles and
reported traditions) and the story of Lut, (Sodom
and Gomorrah).

Article 520 of the Syrian penal code of 1949
criminalizes homosexuality. The article prohibits
carnal relations against the order of nature, and
provides for 3-5 years imprisonment.

There is not any article in the Syrian
constitution or the Syrian penal code that
states that homosexuality is against the order
of nature. However, some unfounded Hadiths
(Muhammad’s reported traditions) added to the
misinterpretation of Lut story, i.e. Sodom and
Gomorrah, recommend corporal and capital
punishment for male homosexuality.

There are no laws against cross-dressing. Yet,
cross-dressers might be tried according to Sharia
laws, under which some unfounded Hadiths
prohibit cross-dressing. Moreover, Article 507 of
the Syrian penal code prohibits men “disquising” in
women'’s clothes, and provides for up to 18 months
imprisonment. Nonetheless, there is no article that
prohibits cross-dressing for women.

There are no laws to regulate changing gender in
official documents. Syrian laws do not recognize
the rights of transsexual transgendered people.
Syrian laws and constitution limit judges’
jurisdictions while observing a case. Judges are not
allowed to refer to any medical or psychological
studies; they can only refer to penal codes and/or
Islamic Sharia.

LGBTQI Activism in Syria

Prior to the unrestin Syria, there was no significant
LGBTQI activism movement. A few blogs emerged
but they were too shy and inconsistent since
blogging is banned under Syrian laws.

Around the beginning of the unrest in Syria, a
blog entitled “Gay Girl in Damascus” gained fame.
Within a few months, the epic posts received
attention until the blogger claimed to be arrested.
It was then when people started to dig deeper, and
thanks to fellows in electronicintifada.org, that the
real identity of the blogger was revealed to be a
heterosexual American man, Tom MacMaster,
who had been studying in Scotland at the time.

That incident became the hardest hurdle for Syrian
LGBTQI activists to overcome as it undermined
the credibility of Syrian LGBTQI bloggers. When
Mahmoud Hassino was still hiding his true identity
during the first year of the unrest, he used the
pseudonym Sami Hamwi to write about LGBTQI
issues in Syria. Readers were skeptical about his
articles and his credibility. Moreover, when he
made his second coming out in the first issue of
Mawaleh, he was told by several reporters that
he might be inventing the characters of the other
six contributors. An accusation that remained
impossible to refute with the dangers surrounding
revealing the true identity of the contributors
who reside in Syria. It took Mawaleh team a long

time and hard efforts to establish their credibility
and trustworthiness. Moreover, it was used by the
Syrian official and semi-official media in their
homophobic campaigns.

Later on, several blogs emerged, and became
more consistent. Syrian LGBTQI bloggers became
more resilient in speaking out about LGBTQI issues
in the country. However, another obstacle seemed
to emerge around the same time because of the
declining standards of the country’s infrastructure,
which has been severely affected by the war. It
became harder for Syrian LGBTQI bloggers and
activists to remain in contact with each other
because of the lack of electricity and the unstable
internet connection. While other activists in
Syria found means of funding to overcome this
difficulty, LGBTQI Syrians are still waiting for a ray
of hope that will take most of them out of the war-
enforced isolation.

Still, with the strong desire within Syrian LGBTQI'’s
to gain recognition, the chances of LGBTQI
activism continue to be high, especially with the
new creative ideas LGBTQI Syrians come up with.
Our Lesbian contributors started a Facebook
page called Syrian LGBT Media Monitor, which
monitors homophobic news around the world,
Arab countries, and Syria. They overcame many
difficulties that held them back before and are
trying now to be more consistent with their
posts. Another ingenious idea by Layla Rihani
materialized a few days ago with a tumbler blog
called Syrian Secret Well, in which she invites
LGBTQI people to post their secrets anonymously.
On her invitation for LGBTQI Syrians to let out she
says, “All posts are anonymous, but we need to
let out to reach inner peace, so post your secrets
that you are afraid to say. It will help.” Some of the
secrets will be published in Mawaleh magazine per
Layla’s request.
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A SYRIAN GAY KISS AT ISTANBUL PRIDE

JULY 2013

Some Syrians joined Sami on Istanbul Pride. They
held both flags of Syria that resembles both side
of the conflict now to send a message of tolerance
and acceptance. That photo was our cover photo.
Since the issue was no.12, we wanted to have fun,
so we made it light and decided to talk about

superheroes, and then talk about the superheroes
that went on Istanbul Pride to send this strong
message to Syrian LGBTQI community and to all
Syrians. The issue was meant to be entertaining

and joyful, and it was.

After calling for a Syrian LGBTQI Pride day on
29 June 2013, Mawaleh arranged for a Syrian
presence in Istanbul Pride 2013.

We wanted to send amessage to the Syrian LGBTQI
community to come together and unite regardless
of all the differences.

A few Syrians were there to help, and also a few of
Mawaleh’s good friends. Bradley, Victoria, Hannah,
and Muhannad were there with us all the time.
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MaWaleh

ONE AT A TIME

When death becomes to be the usual news and
when a war doesn’t seem to have a foreseen
end, life is reduced to mere survival, especially
for LGBTQI people. But it is not only that. It
is Syria; a diverse and mixed country where
people started hating each other two and a half
years ago.

Sometrue ugly facesrevealed themselvestrying
to disfigure what appeared, on the surface, to
be the lovely face of the country. Don't get
me wrong, | have always loved Syria, and | will
always do. Yet, sectarianism and racism have
been always there; veiled behind courteous
smiles and slipping through unseemly jokes.
Only homophobia, on the other hand, was
plain, evident, and direct.

LGBTQI community suffered like the rest of the
country when politics enticed hatred. Some
LGBTQI individuals were excited with the
possible change, others were scared of it, and
some decided to turn into regime’s informants
and were proud to be shabbiha. At first,
nothing managed to become between sexual
orientation comrades, but later on, a war took
over a country where conspiracy theorists,
of both sides, were deviously shaped by the
regime’s propaganda.

The one thing that one has to admire about the
Syrian regime is that it successfully managed
to reshape the nationwide mentality. Syrians
don’t just believe in conspiracy theories, they
feel they can’t live without them.

Many Syrians lost many friends to the
regime’s violations and atrocities, while
many others lost friends and family members
to its foes’ violations. When one tries to talk
to everyone, from both sides, all they could
hear is hate speech.

The debate about whose faultis it ended along
time ago, for some at least. Yet, it is still taking
place between LGBTQI Syrians. “The regime is
killing people”, “Islamists and Salafis are killing
people”, “it's a revolution”, “it's a conspiracy”...
blah, blah, blah. And ingeniously enough, we
launch Mawaleh.

It's been a year; a year of hard work, a year of
dreams, a year of hopes, and a year of trying to
be apolitical. After all, we want to unite Syrian
LGBTQIl’s, and in order to do that, we had to
look and seem disconnected. It was harder than
working on the design for 12 hours aday, harder
than staying up all night editing, and harder
than waiting for a good internet connection in
Syria for the articles to be uploaded.

We tried and tried, but then, you have a
nation with conspiracy theorists who want
to pin a conspiracy theory to our genitals,
just to say that homosexuality doesn’t
exist in Syria. Also, there was the younger
generation of cute, homosexual, dramatic,
and brainwashed, theorists.

Once we launched our Syrian LGBTQI pride
day initiative, those young cute homosexual
theorists started opposing it. Why? Because
it's a western idea! When you try to discuss it
with them, the “I” pops out of every answer to
torture what's left of your intellectual brain. But
it is understandable, after all, their president’s
“I" was what shaped their minds and mentalities
while growing up in Baathist Syria.

Still, the initiative was as successful as it could
have been, and we had planned more; a Syrian
presence in Istanbul Pride. We were there, with
flags of the Syrian regime and the opposition,
to tell the world we want to be part of the
change one day.

That one photo became the most circulated
photo of Mawaleh. Even the young cute
homosexual dramatic theorists shared it with
joy. Other Facebook Syrian pages shared it
either to pin a conspiracy to our genitals, to
make some homophobic jokes, or to send the
same message we wanted to send.

After that, Mawaleh sealed off one year of
continuous efforts callingupon aunited Syrian
LGBTQI community and is about to start its
second year. To improve, to survive, and to
continue, Mawaleh needs to reconnect with
what is happening in the country. That will not
be an easy task with the vicious war and the
great fear of all sides Syrian LGBTQI people
have. It will not be easy with many young
homosexual theorists trying to enforce their
limited vision on how the work on LGBTQI
issue should be. But, at this point, one quote
comes to mind; “You can’t reach everyone,
and you can’t save everyone.”

Mawaleh, Syria’s first and only LGBTQI
magazine, will reconnect itself with events
on the ground, and will start writing about
what Syrian LGBTQIl's have to deal with
every day. And if those young cute dramatic
and scared homosexual theorists became
upset with us, we will have to remember
that no matter how much we want to, we
cannot reach everyone, and we cannot save
everyone. But, we will keep trying to reach
one mind at a time, and help one LGBTQI
person at a time.
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Sami Hamwi

syriangayguy@gmail.com

When we were preparing for an English issue, we
decided to tell people more about ourselves and
about our experiences. Mine was as pleasant as it
could have been; | met great men and women who
care and who want to make a change, | was finally
able to do something | have always cared about,
and | felt that a change had been established. Still,
it was not as simple as that.

Back in the days, | believed | could make a change,
but then, | got too scared after several incidents
with the Syrian secret police. When the nonviolent
demonstrations in Syria kicked off all over the
country, | was amazed by the courage of many
young Syrian men and women who had faith that
they can make a change. Yet, | was a bit older than
most of them, and | saw things differently because |
come from a more politically closeted generation.

Later on, | had to leave earlier than any of many
other Syrian activists whom | have known. | had my
own issues back then, on which some distant family
members added more with homophobic threats to
turn me in to the authorities. When | did, | was in
a total mess.

| was not looking for a role in any change when
| left. | was actually hoping to start a peaceful
carefree life. When the armed revolution started, |
had some hope thata miracle would happen before
it turns into a long-lasting war. Some FSA fighters
were as good as men with guns can be, and they
helped keeping that hope alive. However, Islamic
speech started to take over what used to be a
secular uprising, which, in this region, is alarming.

Even so, | was still satisfied with blogging; it's

IT MIGHT BE POSSIBLE

harmless and can keep a gay voice popping up
every now and then. | foresaw the war, but was
unable to think of anything to do. | knew my limits,
and | knew that | couldn’t do more than spreading
information and coming up with ideas every now
and then. An LGBTQI magazine was already in
my mind, but it was impossible to work on, until
Sarmad came along.

Sarmad reminded me of those youngmenand women
who had amazed me a year before he and | made
our first contact. However, Sarmad’s enthusiasm
managed to do more than anybody or anything have
ever done to me; he inspired me, although he kept
telling me it was me who inspired him.

| have always had an interestin human rights issues,
and | had worked on some before. Yet, | was having
that torturing feeling of something being missed
within all that; LGBTQI rights. | did not believe that
the Syrian LGBTQIl community would ever think
of starting a rights movement in the country, until
Sarmad proved me wrong.

And then, Mawaleh took me away from everything;
| am in less contact with my friends, in bad moods
because of the frustrating situation, and | am
always feeling the fear of letting it to its doomed
destiny, fading away and disappearing that is.

At some points, | feltlike | had been working alone,
which was pointless rather than disappointing.
If | am to be the sole writer in some issues, why
not leave Mawaleh behind and be content with
blogging. At least | can write what | want on my
blog, rather than just endlessly trying to avoid
writing about the political situation and the war in

Syria. Yet, | couldn’t. | felt that | can’t let everybody
down, and it is a real pain to be needed when you
have a heart like mine.

Our main problem is the lack of interest in LGBTQI
issues in Syria, you know why? Because “Syrians are
killing each other”, and, “the country is butchering
itself”. This is what | receive from gay men from all
over the world; “this is what people here see in the
news”, they say. If it is like that, who cares about a
few LGBTQI people? They are like the rest of the
savage Syrians, aren’t they?

A few years before the uprising, when | had already
given up on any hope of any possibility to make a
change, a friend insisted on reading my palm. He
said that | will become an LGBT rights activist one
day, but | will do it outside of Syria. Knowing myself
back then, | never believed | would ever do that.
| spent my childhood dreaming of living in Syria,
and then, | spent most of my adult life working on
starting a life in Damascus. Leaving Syria was not
an option back then, and working on LGBT issues
meant more torment than | could have handled.
Yet, it happened.

Moreover, having someone, or some people, as an
inspiration has always been almost impossible to
me, but last year brought many inspiring people
into my life.

It's hard to keep moving without sacrificing
something. | don’t want to sacrifice myself to keep
Mawaleh alive. | have to consider my own well-
being at some point. Yet, | still want to believe that
somehow something will come along. After all,
two impossible things have already happened.
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WORKING WITH MAWALEH

Sarmad Al-Assi

| first met Sami/Mahmoud through his blog which
talks about local Syrian matters from a gay man'’s
point of view. | asked if there was a way for me to
do my part and help promote gay rights in Syria,
and imagine my thrill when his response was the
suggestion of starting this magazine. | knew then
that the mission ahead was not an easy one, and
that we would face much opposition from within
our ranks as well as from the others, not to mention
the prohibition of such activity in Syria by the ruling
regime.

Nonetheless, this opposition cannot be compared
to the main difficulty of maintaining a magazine,
which | didn’t take into much consideration at
first. | did not know until the work began, that
mustering one’s ideas and producing them into an
article wasn’t an easy job.

However, after a few issues, | came across another
problem, a more uneasily surpassed one. | had to
exceed my own imagination and consider issues
that didn’t face me in my own life. | had to see what
others saw, feel what they felt, express it, and then
form an opinion about it and shape that opinion
in a strong yet attractive way to create a friendly
environment for the reader to grasp it easily
without any difficulties.

| often had to ask the readers about their daily
problems, and in some cases put myself in certain
situations to test the credibility of facts first-hand.
All of that enriched my vision and inspired me both
personally and professionally. One of the most
enlightening of all was the Lesbian series | edited.
The world of lesbians was to me, unfortunately,
just as obscure as the world of homosexuality was
to a heterosexual. Before this friend told me she

was a lesbian, | was as ignorant as a chair. | hadn't
had many gay friends before, but | was much more
familiar with the atmosphere of gay guys than
| was with that of gay girls. However, when she
introduced me to her lesbian friends, and through
them, to the lesbian world, | became aware of the
similarities as well as the differences between us,
which sharpened my vision and strengthened my
confidence when discussing matters concerning
homosexual issues of any kind.

Although the magazine hasn’t spread across the
spectrum yet, | still feel the grave responsibility |
have to the community as a whole, and to every
individual in it. This feeling sometimes burdens my
thoughts and eats up my energy. It usually takes me
a week, if not more, to find an appropriate topic to
discuss and when | do, | spend another week trying
the find the right angle to view the matter in hand
and the right approach to analyzing it.

Compared to the energy spent on preparing the
article, the movie review could seem a rather
easy job. Only picking the right movie can be as
challenging as picking the right topic to discuss in
the article, for the idea of the movie has to have
a deeper projection on the homosexual reality of
the Syrian society without it being too dull for the
audience to watch. Most of the movies | choose
are usually considered gay-aligned but sometimes
| see a gay idea in a non-gay-interest film, only this
makes the job much harder since | have to extract
the moral of the story without spoiling the movie
for the audience.

Not forgetting the difficulty of finding time for
the magazine when there is work and study to
be done, the future to worry about, a social life

SarmadOrontes@live.com

to be maintained, and a partner to be there for
at all times while doing simple duties of daily life
in Damascus where the traffic jam is your only
companion on the road.

However, when the drums of war overwhelmed
the country, the task of producing a magazine
seemed pretty impossible. We never know when
the Internet, our main route of communication,
may be disconnected, or the electricity is out and
we have to write our articles on paper in dim
candle light, or an explosion happens and we need
to recover from the shock of the incident or what
may result from it in loss of lives and property.

One time | had to write all my work in the bathroom
because the only light left was that of the candle fixed
on the toilet, and trying to remove it from that spot
jeopardized putting it out | didn't mind my shadow
dancing to the whistling wind, but my problem was the
cold floor that made me sick for a week afterwards.

The war is not only affecting our material life but
also our psyche and mental abilities. Worrying
about our families back home, considering every
road we take for fear of a mortar that missed its
target, or a bomb that didn’t, and dealing with the
ever-rising cost of living take a tremendous toll on
your psychological wellbeing.

However, when | see the link of the magazine
flashing blue my heart skips a beat, and |
forget all that | went through for the resultis a
real living creature.

| read the issue once, then twice, then a few more
times, and start the new month with the enthusiasm
of a new born entering this life, and | write..
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Adam Domari

Adam.Domari@gmail.com

Although I've known | was gay since | was 13 year-
old, | didn’t have the courage to act on it until a
couple of years ago. | created an account on an
online gay dating site and started meeting other

gay guys.

| was a very isolated teenager who lived in his own
world and | was surprised that | hadn’t noticed
earlier how visible the gay scene was in Damascus.
You can easily spot gay people holding hands or
just walking down the street in groups.

Around the same time, demonstrations started
breaking out around Syria and soon they escalated

"FEE into violent clashes with security forces. A few

months later, the situation deteriorated into a full-
. scale war between armed opposition forces and
A% the Syrian regime.

28 | find it a very interesting experience — maybe

even ironic — that once | started enjoying my life

\ ' and accepting my sexual identity, a civil war broke

.| outin my country. Most of the time I'm filled with
all these contradicting feelings; I'm excited about
. my new date with this cute guy but at the same

& time I'm scared we might die from a bombing or

¢ mortar shelling.

- Another thing that startled me is how normal

- life can be during war. We get used to

. hearing gunshots, shelling and bombings.
i We get used to the news of massacres and

. the escalating number of casualties. We get
= | used to death.

GETTING USED TO DEATH

When my parents used to tell me about news they
used to hear about the civil war in neighboring
Lebanon, | always used to think to myself “if the
same ever happened here, | would just pack my
bags and leave”. Now that I've lived through a civil
war for ayear or so, | realize that life can be normal
even in wartimes. | am still going to work and
hanging out with my friends, albeit my curfew has
moved back to 9 PM. | never imagined I'd be able
to do all sorts of every-day life tasks in such times. |
never thought I'd be able to laugh and be happy —
even if only for a few hours — while a neighborhood
less than 3 KMs away was being shelled.

On the down side, | think we've all lost a piece of
our soul. It shouldnt be acceptable or normal to
be surrounded by death as much as we are without
being emotionally affected. Yet, we have to let go
a little and try to lead as normal a life as possible.
Otherwise, we would just sink into sadness and
depression to no avail.

A lot of you might think that this is selfish or
inhumane but after a while we need to move on.
Because the sad truth is, life goes on. With or
without anyone, it just keeps moving forward.

Like every other Syrian, the civil war drastically
changed my life. However, it also made me a
stronger person. [t made me realize that no matter
how unbearable life gets, we always find a way to
cope and move on.

When my friend first approached me with the
idea of Mawaleh, | was a bit hesitant but also

R.I.P. SYRIAN MARTYRS

loved the idea of being part of the first LGBT
magazine in Syria.

At first, | thought it would be an easy part-time
job that would help me fill my spare time but after
working on a couple of issues, | realized that it took
a lot more time and effort than | thought.

| work on the sections about International News
and Sexual Health and | chose those parts because
they do not involve as much literary writing as the
others. However, looking for interesting news that
suit the audience of the magazine proved to be a
gruesome task.

Another thing that | didn’t expect to take a lot
of time is the graphical design of each issue.
Mahmoud and Nour mostly take care of that part
but it usually takes them a lot of effort to publish
the issue on time.

| have a very small previous experience with
translation and when we decided to publish an
English issue, | volunteered to edit the translations
of the Arabic articles. In a way, | find translation to
be more fun and challenging than writing because
you have to communicate the authors’ thoughts to
the readers of the other language without letting
your own understanding of the written material
interfere in the process.

| guess what I’'m trying to say is that after working
on Mawaleh for a few months; | have a newfound
respect for journalists and publishers.
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Nout Maarawi

B sgayrights@gmail.com

Mawaleh was at first an idea which later became
an obsession. | gave it lots of my time and effort,
because, after a few issues, | thought that it was
really worth the trouble. But after a few more
issues, | really felt like | wasn’t going to continue
contributing due to the lack of communication
and electricity and the everyday threats of being
mortared, bombed or arrested.

| had to run away from my hometown. Run away
from all the fears and insecurities everybody
imprinted onto my body and mind. Yet again, | lost
communications even though | was outside Syria.
| couldn’t take my PC with me, and things weren't
as promised or as | suspected. | found myself with
drips of internet from time to time, until one of my
housemates donated his laptop to me to work on
while | was living with them.

Too many things and thoughts had to be digested
and managed, which kept me from writing or
designing any good stuff for the magazine and to
make things worse; my family weren’t able send
my PC, thanks to the worsening situation there, so
later on | found myself out of touch with them too.

THEY CALL ME DRAMA

Everything surrounding me continued to be
dramatic, but thankfully, | had that laptop and
few online friends, which helped me to maintain
a good state of mind. Then after few month | had
to contact “Sami Hamwi” to tell him that | needed
to return to Syria as | couldn’t stay any longer in
Lebanon, he discouraged that thought and offered
me another way out; to fly to him and stay with him.
| learned that my uncle lives in the same area Sami
does. So | thought: Why not? | may as well contact
my uncle and stay with him.

After | couldn’t get in touch with my uncle because
he went back to Syria temporarily, | spent one
month at Sami’s household wondering what to do,
paralyzed by the shock. | used to feel bad because
| felt | was a burden, and | had so much to digest.
Sami shared his laptop with me, just as he shared
everything else too. | started feeling worse, but | was
hoping that these feelings would soon disappear.

Lying down empty headed, my phone rang with
“Private number” on the screen, it was my uncle on
the phone, we talk, we meet, he speaks of nothing,
| gain words of no promise, and then he leaves.

Lying down fully headed, for another two months,
the time is running, | am psychologically shackled,
not resisting the reality, and thinking of going
back to Syria every day. In fact, this was the least
problematic thought | was supposed to deal
with; ignoring the menace of me not letting go,
surrendering to reality, and not opening up to
anybody.

Sami decided that | need a push or a kick to start
functioning again, he arranged few things for
me to do and really gave me the right push that |
exactly needed to start over a new life and mind. |
won’t forget all the three month | spent with him
and Bradley, all the good things they both did for
me; their hospitality and good spirits, their support
and being a family.

Now, | am progressing in a good direction towards
new life, vision, mission, and an era of opening
up to new possibilities and opportunities, all of
that wouldn't even come to life without “Sami
and Mawaleh” because combined together they
changed my world. All  hope is that Mawaleh and us
would be able to change people lives to the better.
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Nawar Jairoun

jairoun.nawar@gmail.com

Sometimes, when bad things happen to us, they
make us stronger; they teach us how to stand taller
and longer. They also make us think of the past,
remind us of special moments and people. We just
scream inside “l don’t want to die yet, | don’t want
to leave those special people in my life”.

What really happened that day changed some
things and planted others in me. | know our
country’s situation is bad, but | got slightly used
to the bombing sounds around. Never thinking
someday I'd become a part of such a thing.

On anormal day, heading to my boyfriend’s college
to get some papers done for him. | met some of his
colleagues who offered to help.

| was texting him at each stage of the process. He
was nagging and giving me instructions all the time.
I'd pretend to be upset and he would immediately
make it up to me and make me smile. It was like
two lovebirds flirting around with each other. We
were so happy and so affectionate.

| was waiting in the college hall for an employee to
sign some papers, when suddenly; a big bombing
sound made my heart shudder and spread
through my insides. It was so strong, | went deaf
for a moment. People inside were shocked and
overwhelmed by fear, astonishment and the loud
sound that silenced their talk. | stopped thinking
for a moment. | didn't panic, | just stood there
watching people outside screaming and running

DANCING WITH DESTINY

around and pointing at the architectural college
and | just realized that it was all real.

Panicking people outside started to enter the
building | was standing in as the bombing sounds
continuedinsanely.You could easilyrecognize their
pale faces gazing sadly and could only sympathize
with it. My boyfriend took on this stance.

| was telling him about what was happening, and he
freaked out more than | did. It may sound crazy, but
| always wanted to go through such an experience,
to be a part of the incident. He started to give me
hints with such a fear and compassion “stay away
from glass frontage, and stand beside a pillar and
don't be afraid, I'm right here with you, just keep
talking to me!”. Actually, | wasn't afraid at all. In
a minute, he was trying to calm me down and in
another; | was trying to cool his fear’s intensity.

The bombing sounds continued, some close and
some far, and a couple of supervisors gathered the
students in the hall and started to guide us “Stick
together and no one should leave the building
until it's safe out there”. Then some rumors started
to spread “They're saying that a mortar landed on
the architectural college and there are so many
injuries”, “that’s just too sad” | was thinking.

Two hours passed spent gazing at people’s
reactions,somewerecrying,somesmilingandsome

were easing some others’ fear. The atmosphere

was cooling down as the falling mortars ceased.
The rumors had become facts, the first mortar fell
on the café of the architectural college leaving
twelve martyred students and many injured ones
behind, the others fell far away. After that, they
told us we could leave soon.

Looking at the bright side, this incident had a very
shiny one. There was no cheering for or against
any party. People were there simply for each other
forgetting everything but their humaneness. If
we had just focused on that side from the start,
maybe the situation wouldn’t have become this
bad today. What more could we want than to stop
the violence and to be left to live our own lives
peacefully, hard enough as that may be.
Theterror has ended, butthe memorieswon’tfade.
| survived to tell this tale, no one but my boyfriend
knows it yet. He was there every second of it, living
it with me. | got home, and | just needed to rest
my body and eyes a bit, but my head was full of
fighting ideas.

Those martyr students were meant to be architects,
but their dream was taken from them as it has been
taken away from many other people here in Syria.
We definitely deserve a better life. I'm now more
determined than ever to accomplish my dream of
bringing peace to this world, starting with my own
country. It may sound crazy for one man to do it, but
| believe in human power. If we just put all our hands
together, we can make the impossible possible.
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| By: Ruham

| want to talk about women a bit, so you don't
accuse the magazine of being too masculine. | will
use simple words and the Syrian dialect, in order
to feel that Mawaleh is my home and | can say
whatever | want here.

Maybe all of you ask what do women want and what
are women'’s rights? A very disturbing question,
isn't it? Even women keep asking themselves the
same question, what are women's rights, so they
can go for it, have their rights and brag about
getting them from men.

To be honest, | don't know how to answer this
. question. My gender education is still relatively
shallow, but | can tell you what | want. This works,
doesn’t it? Yes, of course it works, since | am a
woman, a female.

- Well...|want freedom! We keep hearing this word,
freedom, these days. | think we all want freedom,
right? Hmmm... | think some people didn’t like the
sound of it, but let’s forget about them for now.

To me, independence is an aspect of freedom. |
think the most important thing forawoman is to be
independent. Most women in our society strive for
their independence; they want to independently
be able to think, make decisions about their homes
and work, and make their own choices. On the way
to their independence, women always come face
to face with that other half of the society; men.
Maybe because our Syrian society is a masculine
one, men fear women’s independence and see it as

WE WANT ALL RIGHTS

athreat to their power. They try as hard as they can
to keep women dependent on them, as if women
should see the world as men see it. Men think they
are the world, all the world. But this won't last long.
Beware men, we are coming!

Okay, Okay. Now some might say that | hate men
and | have my own issues with them just because |
said that. Well, no. | am only telling you the truth.
And to prove to you that | don't have issues with
men, | want to admit that many men are great...
and cute too.

In our society, where a woman is treated as half a
human, the struggle to gain independence is hard
for any woman. Now imagine how hard it is for a
lesbian woman, or a bisexual one like me! Yes, yes.
| want to talk about homosexuality; it is an LGBQI
magazine, isn't it?

Some people think that a woman who loves
another woman just hates her femininity and is
trying to get rid of it. What an awful idea! The
truth is 100% contrary to that. A woman who is
sexually attracted to women loves her femininity
and in complete harmony with her body and soul.
She always tries to show her femininity when she
tries to hook up with another woman.

Ithinkthatwhat men say aboutlesbian and bisexual
women being too masculine only comes from their
feeling of being threatened by those women. They
might even think that those women are minimizing
their chances and stealing one of them.

Now | am going to tell you something that an
anthropologist said. She said that abating the
traditional gender rules will allow new gender and
sexual identities to emerge. She noticed this in
Europe.Also,shesaysthattheadventofhomosexual
identity poses a threat to the traditional gender
identification between the classical halves of the
society, i.e. females and males.

You have to remember that homosexuality and
bisexuality are not something new. They have been
there forever. Even the Old Testament tells stories
about homosexuality in ancient Egypt. Read the
Book of Leviticus if you don’t believe me. What she
means by “the advent of homosexual identity” is
the social acceptance of homosexuality.

| think she has a point. After all, she’s specialized
in this and has done a lot of researches. Maybe
one day | will tell you more about this particular
research, because | think it's important.

What puzzles me is how the acceptance of
homosexual and bisexual relationships can be
threatening to the demographic structure of the
society. Why do we always have to feel threatened
and why do we always have to look for troubles?

Let’s imagine for a moment that we are not “two
halves”. Let’s imagine that we are one regardless
of the gender identity. | think we will be able to
answer to many question and start to be less tense
and we will not even bother as much to look for
rights, don't you think?
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STICKS

Layla Rihani
Layla.Rihani@gmail.com

/ am not free, until we all are”

sounds familiar?! it is a one sentence that
has changed communities Women'’s,
African Americans’, and queers’ lives. There
is a memorable example given in schools; the
sticks example, the most popular example for a
combined force.

lives;

Itis easy to break one sole stick, but the more the
sticks, the harder it gets.

The community in Syria have yet to find the
one motive to gather all under one umbrella.
Unfortunately, the community is still looking for
getting laid, which is not bad. There must be a
missing piece in the image.

Society has made a big effect on the community’s
movement. It is not any society, it is a one big
fat homophobic society. where being gay is
forbidden, holding hands. (and | am not even
going to mentioned kissing). The big question
that comes to mind; what has made the society
reject by all means the community?!! Is it only
culture, background, and religion?!

Anonymous (straight) has replied to this
question; sitting in one of Damascus’s cafe, and
recognizing gay individuals acting “abnormal”
was not acceptable. In a reply for my following

MaWaleh

questions; define abnormal? ” a group of men
were obviously expressing their feelings to
other men, whom obviously straight” regardless
whether it’s their right or not to do so. All | see
is men seeking sex, which is good for them, but
why on the earth has to be so obvious?!! “| have
seen gay men in Syria, they were artists, writers,
journalist, musicians, lawyers..etc. and they were
respecting every public gathering”. To earn your
right, you have to earn respect. Anonymous
added.ontheotherhand, | haveseengaycouples
in that same cafe drinking their coffee, reading
a book, talking, laughing, and holding hand in
the cutest way ever. nobody complained. That
of course was on opinion of many.

Culture of marriage hasalsomadeabigeffecton
the community, where families would push their
child to comply with the society’s requirement.
Men and Women of the community would end
up leaving parent’s households to live their lives
unrestricted. It has brought an extra pressure
on so many since most were forced out, leaving
out any source of stability.

Anonymous (lesbian); | had to get married, | had
no other choice. | have finished high school and
lived in a conservative family, where university’s
option was not even raised. | worked for little
money which is not even enough to satisfy my
basic needs. The only way out of my family is to
start my own family. | still look for women to
satisfy my sexual need.

Anonymous (gay); | was kicked out of my
parent’s house. | work for little money and |
live with my partner. The idea of breaking up
freaks me out, because | know the moment
this relationship is over | will be living in the
street.

How can we make a difference?! There is a

recognized effort by educated men and women
to raise the awareness level and support for the
community. Some is responding, most of them
are not. what would awareness and support do?
Awareness and support?!

Rights education: knowing the human
rights will help improve people’s life in our
community. It will take that little dreams
(being alive) to a bigger one (movement
and change).

Sexual education: Being gay is still attached
to the word AIDS. educating the community
about the do and don’t will help in the making
of a healthy generation of the community.

psychological support: Being secretly gay
is one hell of a pressure, but that is not all.
psychological support should aim to take the
hands for those in need to talk about anything
and help them see a brighter self. it helps to
become you.

Being a large number of sticks will help us all to
live our lives. A movement in Syria is required,
but only when the community is well aware of
the consequences and ready at levels to take
the big fight.

So, Let’s stick together?!

Layla blogs at
http://princelaila.wordpress.com/

She could leave Syria easily to a safer and guieter
place, but she believes she can make a change and
she wants to make a change in Syria. We are very
proud tthat she joined Mawaleh.

Layla is working on September issue of Mawaleh
which will be about lesbians and lesbianism in Syria.
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YOU AND1I

Layla Rihani
Layla.Rihani@gmail.com

“If your parents ever measured you as a child, they
had you stand against a wall, and made a little
pencil mark on it to show your growth. They didn’t
measure you against your brother, or the neighbor’s
kids, or kids on TV. When you measure your growth,
make sure to only measure your today self by your
past self. If you compare your relationships, your
success, or you anything against anyone else, you
are not being fair to you. Everyone has a different
path, different pace, different challenges to face
along the way.”-Doe Zantamata

Most of us compare our lives to others; we compare
our height, weight, skin color, sexual preferences,
religion, political opinion, Money, success, love,
and so many others things. Reality it is.

The truth is, humans were always taught to
be compared with each other, ever since the
beginning of human race, we were exposed to
comparing. Adam and Eve were compared to the
holiness of God. People start to find it competitive,
and rather humiliated to be graded “Lower” than
their fellows.

Where did that lead us into? It leaded us into being
Poor and Rich, where rich kept competing into
becoming richer, and poor kept becoming poorer.
Those who have a competitive soul are surviving,
and others just fell apart. Not because they don’t
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different but equal

have a competitive soul, but simply because they
became lacked of resources.

However, those who survived became more
arrogant and mean, they stopped thinking of those
who lack of food, clothes and basic needs.

Religious developed the same competitive minds.
There are now 21 major religion in the world, and
so many sectors among them. They keep dividing
into smaller groups to satisfy certain beliefs. Wars
were based upon religious point of view, thousands
died, families were torn apart, and so much money
was spent. yet again, rich became richer and poor
just fell apart.

“People lost their entire life trying to be better than
someone else, or a copy-past of someone else.”

Weight and Height were considered to be
“competitive and comparative”, it became part of
the high-class society image and often among all
the others; if your body-were in a certain shape, you
will be sexier and hotter, and you will get a better
Job, Husband. “You will be recognized” in sport,
musical industry, Acting, and corporations. People
competed. People fought for a “better” image.

Straight consider themselves as the “preferred”
sexual orientation by God and Society. They fell
in the “I am Normal” illusion. They compared all

the social norms and high standard with LGBT
community. They are normal and all others were
physically and mentally sick. They couldn’t agree
that someone could be equal to their normality.
They fought it with all means possible. They
believed that they are the standard of all sexual
orientations. They developed boxes and labels and
compared everything altogether.

Gays do drugs. Gays are like animals, they have sex
all the time. Gays are not socially accepted etc...
The bad news kicked in; Not all gays do drugs.
Not all gays are like animals, and most of gays are
socially accepted. Also, some straight do drugs.
Some straight are like animals, and most of straight
are not socially accepted.

“We fell
fighting. we are killing each other.

into comparative game. we are
On the
long run; we will vanish. only then, there will be
nothing to compare.”

Ultimately, we are two parallel line that will
never meet.

we are different from each and everybody else. we
are unique from each and everybody else. and in a
fascinated way; we are all similar at the same time.
My finger print is different that yours. My DNA is
different than yours. However,

we all have 2 eyes, one nose, one mouth, hair, skin,
one heart, veins, blood, lungs etc...

We all fall in love, we all dislike, we all like, we all
sleep, we all dream, we all have dreams, we all get
angry, we all cry, we all laugh.

We are all Different. We are all Equal. Our fight
should be;
have different sexual orientation, | shouldn’t be

be unique and equal. Just because |

compared toyours. | am different, butlam ahuman.
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I WANNA BE MAWALEH

Sanna Akehurst

Seeing people getting left out — emotionally,
socially, mentally, physically — you name it! - has
always made me mad foraslong as | canremember.
| grew up like one of those girls who other kids
think is weird but can’t quite put a finger on it. Still
| was taller than everyone else in my age group
so | was used to sticking up for myself and other
people. | am a pretty polite person but | got into
lots of trouble for saying what | thought at school
especially when | was pointing out something |
considered an injustice. | would go and shout at
the big boys beating up a little kid for his lunch
money and tell the teacher off when they made an
assumption about a usual suspect. It didn't make
me popular but | usually didn’t care as long as |
wasn't lonely.

When | was 16, a guy came to our school and came
out to me after aweek. He was oozing so much self-
confidence you would have never guessed we were
pupils in an almost all white, back of beyond, co-
ed, mixed ability school of one and half thousand
pupils. | thought he was telling me he was gay
because he wanted my help to cover it up. That's
how stupid | am. Instead he told me everything
like for instance about pink triangle day. So | came
along suitably dressed in homemade bangles and
necklaces adorned with the said triangle whilst he
had a minimalist small pink tie pin, | think. And so

MaWaleh

it went that gender rights became another topic
along with my other faves like rights for kids,
refugees, rights for the elderly — | was nursing my
granny at home at that time too, rights for women
and and and. Like | said, it doesn’t make you popular
but | began to see how it might be a kindness to let
people know you are there in a moment when you
might be needed.

At university | went along to LGBT society and told
them I'm not but that is cool and they agreed and
put me on a list of friendly people. Sometimes
someone came a knocking and we had a cup of tea
and a natter. | went to demos. It is hard to imagine
now that in the early nineties in the UK the age
of consent for adult males with other adult males
was 21 whilst for the rest of us it was already 16.
And no politician would say that she or he had
any sexual interest in anything let alone anybody!
| know this is worlds apart but believe me things
have improved a lot since then and still there is so
much work to do.

Later on | lived in Russia and some of my students
as well as just friends, who would otherwise be
very afraid to speak out about any kinds of issues,
used to come round and consume vast amounts of
marmite and chatter and smoke cigarettes until all
hours. Don’t get me wrong! This was not and has
never been a one way street. For years it seemed
to me that only gay men had the courage to chat
me up in discos. Heh | had had some errrm let’s call
them unpleasant sexual experiences as a young
girl so this was probably about what | could handle
then too. In any case through all kinds of initiatives
| have some exceptionally good, smart, fascinating,
generous, shameless and downright hilarious
friends all over the world and my boyfriend is the
best of them.

Now moving on a bit. When the so called Arab
Spring began | was so excited to read about

what was happening. While it was still ostensibly
peacefulitfeltlike somethingimportant was finally
happening in the world and right where it should. |
raced to find out about women's groups and what
was happening with kids. What was happening with
people with disabilities was also being covered. It
was really tantalising and thrilling to read about.
After years of feeling like | was the only person |
knew who was interested in demonstrating for
changes in human rights policy, here were masses
of people at it. But | was wondering where that
rainbow was. Why wasn’t that being covered? | was
hearing stuff about the aftermath of Iraq and how
gay men were being lined up against the wall and
shot. Why weren’t others moving in and offering
them asylum?

One day after doing some research about the
history of the Syrian constitution — no | can't
remember why - | somehow stumbled across A
Syrian Gay Guy’s blog. Ahhh what an erudite and
entertaining read thatwas and how my eyes were
opened by what | read there. | set about writing
to him but at first to no avail. Then a second
time. Perhaps even a third and then finally | was
rewarded. And THAT was just before Mawaleh
was published the first time last August. So | was
dying to be able to read that publication too and
my Arabic is up to much much much less than
much. After a lot of begging from me and no
doubt others too Mahmoud wrote me one night
to say | should check Mawaleh’s wall. Hooray
for the first English publication! So | read about
the other people contributing to the magazine
and | don’t want to get soppy but | cannot help
but be full of admiration for the courage, the
humility and the solidarity | could read there.
| am possibly not part of the target group but
| am a human being and | can appreciate the
sheer graft to get that stuff to press each month
despite the logistical death trap that Syria seems
to me to be these days.

Well | work for a filmmaker and suddenly our wall
started to get followers from the Lebanon and
Turkey and Egypt and Tunisia and Syria and UEA.
How exciting and | knew why too. Then | got to
know the sensitive and creative Nour online too.
He has had an emotionally traumatising winter,
but he is still such a lovely online companion.
Especially during those darks hours of night when
one or other of us was struggling against the
terrible thoughts that hold back sleep. | felt we
found so many things in common. Mainly through
our desire to find them | expect. | think this is what
Mawaleh can do so well.

In the meantime | recently attended the civil
partnership ceremony of my school friend - now
requalifying in the field of Gender Studies - to
his partner a bestseller author. At the event in
the Barbican | sat amongst some of Britain's most
successful people from all fields you can think of.
The proportion of them who are gay was far and
above the ten per cent statistic of course. In such
an environment | am struck by what butterflies
appear when the stigma cocoons are removed.
Even if you don’t feel you areanl,aG,aB,aT, a
Q or an |, you know that Mawaleh is profiling some
serious talent and positive intention and ambition.
These are people who could be influential in a
stable and peaceful post conflict Syria. They are the
doctors and journalists and lawyers and teachers
and composers and designers and so on. But only if
they make it. This issue illustrates just some of the
very real risks that they are living through. And, to
put it bluntly, they need money.

Getting a preview of the latest articles in English —
checking over near perfect English is not chore is
it? - | was so touched to read that Syrian slang has
adopted the expression “| am Mawaleh”. Perhaps
strictly speaking | suppose | am not Mawaleh, but
I'll take a Q: | wanna be Mawaleh, don’t you wanna
be Mawaleh too?
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