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INTRODUCTION

In January 2021, at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, Taboom Media
gathered 30 activists from 18 African countries online for a week-long Media

Advocacy for LGBTQI+ Equality workshop.

As our time together came to a close, we realised we weren’t done sharing our
stories. We all wanted to better understand what inspired our fellow activists
to join this collective fight for equality.

A beautiful queer archive started taking shape, so we reached out to GALA
to see how we might collaborate and share these stories. We landed on the
idea of commissioning queer and ally artists to produce original illustrations
for each story and packaging everything together in a book.

Our first anthology, Hopes and Dreams That Sound Like Yours: Stories of
Queer Activism in Sub-Saharan Africa was published in English later that
year. In 2022, with a new group of activists, we published Courage to Share:
Queer Activism in Africa in English and French. Whispers and Shouts came
in 2023, followed by our fourth and (for now) final volume Love, Trouble
in 2024. More than 200 people have contributed to the series with stories,
illustrations, videos, animations, mentoring, editing, translation, and design.

This special Arabic Edition spotlights 12 powerful stories and illustrations
from Volumes 1-4. In these pages, human rights defenders from across the
continent share their origin stories and activist journeys. The result is a
powerful anthology of resistance, resilience, and recognition. To read the full
collection of nearly 100 stories in English and French, or a different dozen in
Kiswahili or Portuguese, visit TaboomMedia.com/resources or GALA.co.za.

All Queer Activism in Africa stories and illustrations are published under a
Creative Commons license, so we encourage you to keep translating and
sharing them in Hausa, Oromo, Ambharic, Yoruba, Igbo, Fulani, Somali,
Malagasy, Amazigh, Akan, Zulu, Kinyarwanda, Chewa...every language
under the sun.

Whoever you are, wherever youre from, whatever your background, we
invite you to find yourself in these stories.

Once youre done reading them, it’s time to write your own.

Brian Pellot

Series Editor and Project Manager
Founding Director at Taboom Media
July 2024, Cape Town
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NOTES FROM THE TEAM

Some of the stories in this anthology include accounts of trauma and explicit
language. Please read with care.

The words and abbreviations used to describe sexual and gender diversity
vary across context and culture. Some activists work on “LGBT rights”,
others for “LGBTQI+ equality”. Throughout this anthology, each individual

author’s preferred terms and abbreviations have been preserved.

Some names have been changed (*) or replaced with initials to preserve
anonymity.
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TURN ON THE LIGHT

BILAL AMAZIGH
Algeria

“106” haunted me growing up. The number comes from a 1973 Algerian
film in which a male character, dressed as a maid and acting effeminate,
comically knocks on hotel room 106. This scene became so ingrained in
Algerian culture that the number was directed at me in whispers and shouts
long before I learned the word “noqsh” (Derdja/Maghrebi Arabic for “gay”)

or understood what it meant.

The message of “106” was clear: I had to suppress parts of myself to survive.
So I did. I made myself small, invisible, and tried to blend in and ignore
anything that might rock the boat. On the surface, my waters were calm, but
deep currents tormented me.

In high school, I finally understood what bullies had been telling me all along:
I'm gay. I also felt like the elements that made up my identity — ethnically
Amazigh, religiously Muslim, and discovering my queerness — were at odds
with one another. I had a full-blown identity crisis. At a time when I was
supposed to be figuring out my educational and professional aspirations, I
was questioning my very existence. | examined what being queer would entail
for me in Algeria and tried to escape it; I sought guidance and protection
from Allah but ended up losing my faith; and I felt so strongly rejected by
my home culture that I sought a new home online among queers abroad.

I survived high school by consuming foreign queer media. I remember
watchinga YouTube clip of Lady Gaga screaming “ARE YOU LISTENING?”
to then U.S. President Obama at the 2009 National Equality March. I
remember looking up to queer people in Europe and America and thinking,
“I want to be an activist when I grow up”.

My journey in advocacy began in 2016 after a panel discussion on women
in business at my university. I approached the organiser to share my
disappointment that the only man on the panel hadn’t spoken, asking “How
can we achieve gender justice while excluding half the population from the
conversation?” From there I started speaking with high-level officials about
the importance of involving men and boys in the fight for gender equality. I
joined the Y-PEER network, a peer-to-peer learning network for sexual and
reproductive health and rights (SRHR), and spoke with strangers at the beach
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about safe sex practices as part of Y-PEER’s summer awareness campaign to
demystify taboos on sexuality. “I'm doing activist stuft”, I told myself.

I knew I wanted to continue working on SRHR, but I didn’t feel represented
within Y-PEER’s cisgender, heterosexual framework. I wanted to bring to
light what I had long kept hidden; to normalise marginalised sexual and
gender identities and help create an Algeria where people like me wouldn’t

be picked on and hurt; an Algeria where we could be happy.

At the time, I was miserable. The technical university course I'd enrolled in
wasn't a good match for me, and navigating university life was difficult. I was
failing half my classes and hardly connecting with my classmates. After three
long semesters, I dropped out and transferred to a humanities programme
that better fit my interests, at a university with a more relaxed student body.
I started excelling academically and developed a good social life.

Many of my new friends were queer, which helped me explore my queerness
beyond the incognito web browser. In them, I saw refreshing authenticity.
Slurs were reclaimed. “106” was disarmed before my eyes. Soon my queer
circle extended beyond university.

In 2021, T was invited to join a series of thematic workshops on social
diversity. As a group, we created a safe, open, and caring space where I
was able to explore and express myself and witness others do the same. I
felt liberated. These workshops were organised by the Mahabba Collective
(Arabic for “caring”), an Algerian group that works to promote social
diversity and coexistence beyond the cis-heteronormative patriarchy. There is
little public digital presence of queer advocacy in Algeria, so I was pleasantly
surprised to learn about Mahabba’s queer initiatives. I instantly resonated
with Mahabba’s vision and quickly became a member myself.

Becoming a queer activist has allowed me to meet other queer activists
from the Maghreb (Northwest Africa) and the rest of Africa. At one recent
gathering, I strolled through Tunis’s old market conversing in Derdja with
my unapologetically proud queer friends, defiantly reclaiming spaces from
which others had long sought to erase us. It was healing for me to connect
simultaneously to both my queerness and Amazighity. Meeting these
incredible people with careers in queer rights advocacy and gender justice has
further fuelled my ambition to contribute to social development in Algeria.

Things have changed at Mahabba since I joined. Algeria’s political landscape
has worsened since the 2019 Hirak protests, with our government becoming
more repressive towards human rights defenders and civil society at large.
Despite these challenges, I can’t help but feel that we've been working in the
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dark for too long. It’s time to turn on the light. My next goal in queer rights
advocacy is to safely expand Mahabba’s influence to the digital realm so we
can reach more people and counteract negative media reporting. I dream of
a day when queer Algerian youth no longer need to seek inspiration from
Europe and America like I did; a day when they will find empowerment and
acceptance right here at home.

Bilal Amazigh is a queer activist and a member of the Mahabba Collective in
Algeria. He is passionate about the promotion of social diversity, accessibility,
equity, and inclusion in Algeria and beyond.
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| FLED SUDAN FOR A LIFE WORTH LIVING

S.E.B.

Uganda

I was born in a humble home in Khartoum to a Sudanese mother and a
Ugandan father. The two branches of my family fought about most things,
but they always agreed on me. As a young girl, they loved my bubbly
personality. As a queer woman, they branded me the devil’s daughter, hell-
bent on “spoiling and recruiting innocent children”.

I'm not the only outsider in my family. My mum’s parents begrudgingly
accepted my Ugandan dad because he’s Muslim, but he never felt welcome
in Sudan. Fed up after a decade of ethnic discrimination and judgement in
Khartoum, he moved my family to the U.S. soon after I was born.

You might think someone who fled persecution would develop some
tolerance for diversity. Not my dad. When I was six years old we were
watching the evening news when colourful images of Washington, D.C.’s
gay pride parade flashed across the screen. Dad immediately changed the
channel and started screaming homophobic insults. “Daddy, why are you
angry at people for jumping and dancing?” I asked. He muttered something
about how America was ruining his children’s minds. Soon we were on a
plane to Eritrea, our lives reset once more.

As a teenager in Eritrea, [ realised I was attracted to women. “It’s just a phase,
it will pass”, I told myself. When it didn’t, I did what African Muslim teens are
trained to do: I prayed the bad spirits away and ignored my desires. I started
dating men, trying to rewire my brain and my heart, but nothing worked.

Years passed, but that newscast I watched as a child never left me. My father’s
anger at seeing queer joy still vexed me. How could dad hate these strangers
for accepting themselves, for finding happiness, for living authentically?

His anger hurt because I knew I was one of them. I too wanted to live
openly, honestly, joyfully — as a lesbian woman — and I wanted others to find
the same freedom. I moved back to Sudan to start a career in humanitarian
development with a clear focus on combatting discrimination in all its forms.

As soon as [ arrived back in Khartoum I came out to my friends as a proud
lesbian. I thought they would accept me and that their acceptance would
give me the courage to come out to my parents and stop all the pretending.
I thought wrong.
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My “friends” harassed me. Some tried to take me to healers to “cure my
disease”. Others refused to see me, worried “the bad omens God was
bestowing on me” would find them too. In the end, only two friends stuck
by my side. The others gossiped about my sexual orientation all over town,
and word eventually reached my office. I was fired. I'd only joined to “recruit
other girls and destroy their future”, my boss said as I left the office for
the last time.

Losing my job stung, but the year only got worse. I was arrested twice in 2013,
the first time for “supporting homosexuality”, the second time for having
coffee with a human rights activist who works to reform anti-LGBTQI+
laws in Sudan. I spent more than three weeks in jail and am still traumatised
by the torture and insults I received just for expressing my true self.

By that point, I thought my life was over. I kept working to support human
rights but privately fell into a deep depression. Eventually the fog lifted
enough for me to see things clearly and make some important decisions.

First, I decided to leave Islam. I could no longer be part of a religious
community that did not accept my existence. Then I decided to leave Sudan.
The country of my birth had nearly destroyed me, and I needed a fresh start.
I moved to Uganda in 2018 in search of freedom and have been advocating
from here ever since.

Although Uganda’s queer community faces enormous challenges, we find
strength in unity. The hardships I faced in Sudan now give me strength to
fight for our basic rights, dignity, and equality, and to move society towards
not just tolerating us, but accepting our full humanity too.

My father fled Sudan for a better life he never found. I fled Sudan for a life
worth living. 'm fighting for change so we don’t have to flee again.

S.E.B. is communication manager at FEM Alliance Uganda, an organisation
established in 2011 to represent the needs of Uganda’s LBT/Q community.
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INSIDE APARTMENT 19

REINA MALAK ELHAMIDY

Morocco

I'll always remember those rough early days of the COVID-19 pandemic in
2020 when everything changed in a minute.

In Tangier — my official home since my parents disowned me for coming out
as trans at 16 — I would sip my morning coffee on my apartment’s seventh-
floor balcony, watching police cars and military tanks on the streets below
trying to keep people at home.

Tangier had always been a happy city for me, but COVID-19 transformed

it into an empty cave. Everything closed. Tourism died.

For Moroccan sex workers like me, this meant no way to meet clients or earn
a living. My heart raced whenever I heard my ringtone. I knew it would be
a sex worker in need who couldn’t afford rent or food, pleading for help. I
stared in the mirror and realised it wasn't time for panic or depression. It was
time for sex workers to unite as a community.

The first thing I did was order face masks and disinfectant. I called four other
sex workers and discussed with them our community’s needs. We stayed up
for two days straight strategising solutions for sex workers already on the
street, some of them undocumented, mothers, trans, arrested, and harassed.
We called clients, other sex workers, and friends for financial support.

Together, we made it happen. In July 2020, we rented “Apartment 19” to
host sex workers in need. We pooled our resources to provide housing and
support each other during the pandemic, which was already exacerbating
the violence, policing, marginalisation, and precarity we as sex workers have
long faced. Within two weeks of signing the lease, more than 20 sex workers
shared the three-bedroom flat.

Apartment 19 was crowded but had everything we needed. Clothes and
makeup were everywhere. The shower smelled like heaven from all our
different shower gels and body sprays. Because we were from different
regions and countries, we travelled to new destinations with every meal. The
sweet smell of perfume and culinary delights wafted into the street.

No one from outside our community knew what we hid behind Apartment
19’s door. Housing so many people during the pandemic was risky, as
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authorities could check your home at any time. We developed strategies
to avoid detection. Despite the dangers, living together under one roof
transformed us. We shared meals, stories, laughter, and tears, and supported
each other through difficult times. In Apartment 19, I saw first-hand the
power of sex workers united.

During our long days in lockdown, we played games and held talks to
educate our sex worker community about LGBTQIA+ issues and sex worker
diversity. Our discussions brought up so many questions that often ended
with the same phrase, “talay’an?” (Moroccan Darija for “until when?” or “for
how long?”). “For how long will sex workers be marginalised, hated, and
vilified? For how long will our safety and means of survival be threatened?
For how long must we endure violence from the system, society, and even
each other? “Talay’an’ will our voices continue to be silenced?”

These questions became the starting point for our reflections and political
views, as well as the inspiration for our new sex worker advocacy group,

TALAY AN, which was born in December 2020.

By late 2021, as the pandemic subsided and life regained a sense of normalcy,
TALAY’AN continued working to improve sex workers’ rights and lived
realities. At present, Moroccan law criminalises public indecency, homosexual
sex, pre-marital heterosexual sex, and adultery. Our legal framework makes
no distinction between sex work and human trafficking. As a result, many
activities related to sex work carry harsh penalties. These include owning or
operating a space habitually frequented by sex workers or living in a house
with a sex worker.

We knew even after COVID-19 that more challenges lay ahead for
sex workers in Morocco, but at TALAY’AN we were ready to face them
together. We focused on growing a core team, developing networks,
gaining field knowledge, assessing legal and political contexts, and building
our activism skills.

We learned that sex workers voices are rarely heard in Moroccan civil
society, even around issues that directly concern us. Anti-sex work rhetoric
regularly portrays us as victims and seeks to abolish our industry. Staff at
NGOs that fund HIV health care and prevention often view us as potential
vectors of disease rather than individuals with agency, further compounding
the significant stigma and discrimination we face. We also realised that
sex workers’ voices were being excluded from national debates about
decriminalising consensual sexual relations — even though we are among
those most impacted by these repressive laws.
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Discrimination toward sex workers even comes from within the LGBTQIA+
community, as I know all too well. In late 2021, I moved from Tangier to
Rabat for safety and personal reasons but had no place to live. While staying
at a trans shelter, I was assaulted by two of the organisation’s founders. I
survived 20 days of nightmares full of violence and assaults. One transman
threatened to call the police and yelled at me, “Youre nothing and you’ll
always be nothing!” before slapping me and pushing my head against the
wall. Finally, one cold December night, I was kicked out of the shelter onto
Rabat’s empty streets.

The violent abuse I faced hurt my mental health. I have depression and
tried suicide numerous times, but the sex worker community literally saved
my life. 'm now working hard to find the good inside of me and to start
forgiving those who hurt me, in hopes that my abusers will never mistreat
another person. Writing has become my healing practice. I write about my
dreams for a safer world.

As I've sought to heal, I've become further convinced of the need for sex
workers to defend our rights through sex worker-led advocacy. In 2022,
TALAY’AN intensified its public efforts, educating both our own community
and our allies about sex workers’ rights.

Although our work is daunting, 'm determined. With the support of fellow
sex workers and our organisation TALAY’AN, I'm more confident than ever
that we'll continue improving the lives of sex workers who need it most.

Malak Karma Elhamidy is a trans sex worker activist and founder of
TALAY AN, a sex worker advocacy organisation in Morocco. She has represented
her community at key national and international gatherings since 2021.
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WEARING MY COLOURS WITH PRIDE

GRACE AKUMU
Kenya

I was raised in a polygamous family, the middle child of five and my
father’s favourite. Daddy was increasingly absent from home, leaving Mom
to carry the household, so at 19 I got a job in sales to help her meet the
mountain of bills.

I developed “strange” feelings towards a female colleague but shunned them
to settle into relationships with men. Some were violent and nearly cost me
my life. Within a few years I gave birth to two adorable children.

Finally, in 2019, I was love-struck! I met Eddy, the woman of my dreams.
She was beautiful and handsome. We hit it off hard and couldn’t wait to
show the world how beautiful we looked together. I had a problem, though;
I had never shown my family my “other” side. I knew I needed to introduce
Eddy to my son and daughter, but they already questioned why I was so
close to certain female friends. They met Eddy with confusion and rebellion.
They could not understand why I had “become a lesbian”.

My children faced hostility from neighbours and friends at school. My
daughter became reserved and spent lots of time alone until one day she
opened up and told me what was being said about her and us out there.
We had a lengthy chat, and after that, she has been nothing but loving
and supportive towards us. My son became rebellious and got involved in
substance abuse. It got so bad that we could not live with him under the
same roof, as he was posing a security threat to us as a family.

Early in 2020, while I was still debating how to handle my son and introduce
Eddy to the rest of my family, I lost my grandfather. He was a Luo leader
who had political influence in the rural Nyanza region where I grew up. As
burial plans got underway, I grew nervous and scared of the reaction we
would get for attending the funeral as a couple. Everyone would be there.

On the day, Eddy and I proudly wore matching rainbow wristbands. I
noticed my nosy relatives looking at us and giggling. Some would say, “Haki
anakaa chali! Anakaa boy!” meaning “She looks like a guy! She looks like a
boy!” every time Eddy walked by. Eddy is masculine presenting, which left
people wondering. When asked who she was, I introduced her as a close
friend. When the time came to pay my final respects, I remember my aunty
pulling me close to grandpa’s casket. I pulled Eddy along with me, as there
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was no way I was letting go of her hand. We both looked down at his still
but calm body, and I believe grandpa smiled. To this date, Eddy insists he
smiled at us.

Our traditional Luo burials are usually accompanied by a celebration of
drinking, feasting, and music. That evening, Eddy and I were having a drink
with some of my cousins. My elder brother, who I thought I had a close
relationship with, started insulting me and questioning who Eddy was to me
and why I had brought her home. Things got heated. Eddy and I withdrew

from the festivities and went to my mother’s house to sleep.

The next morning, my mother wanted to know what had happened the
night before. At that moment, in front of everyone, I came out to my family.
Even though there was still tension in the air, no one pursued the previous
night’s events or my revelation further. With my truth now out in the open,
there was finally some respect for Eddy and me.

Since my grandfather’s funeral in 2020, Eddy and I have gone through hell
and high water, through periods of unemployment and homelessness. My
family turned their back on us when we were in need. Our son told the police
he wasn’t comfortable staying at home because his mother had “decided to
become a lesbian”. The police detained me and Eddy in a cell, saying we
were a “threat” to our son and that we were “recruiting our children into
homosexuality”. By this time, the relationship with our son had become
so estranged that his father, whom I'd left 12 years before, came back and
took our children away from me. Eddy has remained a calming presence
throughout these tumultuous times.

I distanced myself from my family for my own sanity and well-being.
Those months apart helped Eddy and I refocus and strategise, and led to
the birth of Winam Chanua Dada (CHADALA). Using a human rights-
based approach, CHADALA seeks to improve the health and livelihoods of
young LBQ women through the arts, socio-economic activities, advocacy,
and building networks.

After six months of silence, my mother contacted me. A call to check up
led to a conversation about forgiveness and the rebirth of our love. She now
accepts both Eddy and me unconditionally. This change of heart opened the
door to more fence-mending with other family members. Before he died,
my dad started referring to Eddy as his daughter, and mum describes Eddy
as her in-law. The love and support of my siblings has been amazing. Our
kids are happily living with us again, and I am pleased that I can now wear
my colours with pride, even within my family.

Grace Akumu is a human rights campaigner, mental health advocate and a
Sfounder of Winam Chanua Dada (CHADALA) in Kisumu, Kenya.
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OUR FIGHT HAS ONLY JUST BEGUN

DAVID LARBI
Ghana

We struggle to survive from the moment were born. For some of us, that
struggle feels more like a war.

I grew up in Ghana with a toxic family and no support system. I couldn’t
afford basic materials for school, but I knew I needed to finish my studies. I
had dreams. I had grit. I'd do anything to survive. And so I graduated.

That battle prepared me for my next calling — queer activism and community
building in a country that fights our very right to exist.

In January 2021, our organisation LGBT+ Rights Ghana opened the nation’s
first queer community centre in Accra. We held a beautiful housewarming
ceremony with live music under rainbow umbrellas and flags. We cut
ribbons. We celebrated. We were open. And then we were closed.

What else could we do? Almost immediately we were overwhelmed by hate
speech and death threats. Journalists and lawmakers discussed the “cult of
homosexuality” as a “foreign import” and said we were “initiating” people
at our new community space. They said we promote “moral decadence” and
represent a “curse on the nation”. Other false rumours spread like wildfire.
Caught in this crusade, our safe space wasn't safe, so we shut it down.

[ felt ashamed — not for myself or my queer community, but for my country.
This homophobic uproar showed the world what we've always known is
true, that Ghana promotes hate speech, rape culture, victim-blaming, and
violence towards its most marginalised citizens.

Too many Ghanaians believe God will unleash his wrath if queer people
achieve the most basic rights. These are the same people who paradoxically
argue that part of what made Ghana glorious before colonialism was a
stronger sense of unity in diversity. Pre-colonial society was indeed more
tolerant of sexual and gender diversity than what we see today, but artificial
land borders have cut into relationships and identities. Foreign religions
have brought unrealistic demands.

In Ghana today, diversity is abhorred. Sermons that bash queer people are
considered “uplifting”. Preachers pluck isolated verses from the Bible to
ostracise us. Imams make it nearly impossible for us or even our allies to live
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in Muslim communities. We're being blackmailed, extorted, lynched, and
publicly humiliated while community leaders watch from the sidelines or
stoke the flames.

After 64 years of independence, Ghanaians now lag further behind in our
perceptions of progress than when we started. Marginalised groups like the
LGBT+ community have made little headway in our fight for equality. Our
sensitisation and education campaigns can only accomplish so much when
well-financed religious and political organisations fight tooth and nail to
Oppose our every move.

And yet, we're still fighting.

LGBT+ Rights Ghana started in 2018 as a cyber activism blog to tell
the world what was happening to us. Since then we've spearheaded new
initiatives to strengthen and support our community.

“Here & Beyond” brings queer people together each month to socialise,
network, and build the movement. “Community Studio Discussion” offers
an online safe space where LGBT+ people can share personal stories and
discuss how to overcome internalised homophobia, combat discrimination
and violence, and use the law to advocate for our community’s interests. The
“Ghana Gay Blackmail List” lets LGBT+ people report abuse and expose
people who con or extort us.

In 2019 LGBT+ Rights Ghana pushed back against the World Congress of
Families (WCF), a U.S.-based anti-LGBT+ hate group, when it hosted a
regional gathering in Accra. We mobilised ally organisations and individuals
to condemn the conference and registered members to attend and document
WCF’s strategies so that we can better counter them.

We're now working to become Ghana’s first group formally registered as an
LGBT+ organisation. We believe this visibility will help counter the misuse
of culture, tradition, and religious conservatism to silence sexual and gender
minorities.

Our guiding principles at LGBT+ Rights Ghana are inclusivity, integrity,
solidarity, and accountability. We're working hard to build a Ghana where
the rights of LGBT+ persons are respected and protected.

Our community centre is closed for now, but it won’t be closed forever. Our
fight for equality has only just begun.

David Larbi is a founding member and the general secretary of LGBT'+ Rights
Ghana in Accra.
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THINKING FOR MYSELF,
FIGHTING FOR OUR COMMUNITY

BULELANI MZILA
South Africa

I was born in a mud house to a domestic worker and a gardener. It was
Pietermaritzburg, 1989. South African history tells us it was the peak of Black-
on-Black violence, the dawn of democracy. I was too young to remember
apartheid but old enough to experience it. The evil system deprived Black
people of opportunities. We're still feeling its legacy today.

At six years old I was confronted with the concepts of gender and sexuality
for the first time. We were playing games after school when one of my
classmates asked if I was a girl or a boy. “I'm a boy”, I responded. They didn’t
believe me. The other kids teased my “girly” behaviour and told me I wasn’t
a “normal boy”. A “stabane”, they called me, an anti-queer slur that stabbed
through my heart.

From that day forward I knew I was different from other kids. The bullying
hurt, but it helped me understand that gender is a social construct. People
try to change you, to turn you into something or someone youre not, to

force you to fit their idea of what's “right”, even if it feels wrong. What
could I do?

At 10 I moved from Pietermaritzburg to live with my aunt in Soweto.
Space was tight, so we slept on the floor. Around that time South African
entertainer Somizi Mhlongo came out as gay on national television and
started hosting a talk show in drag. I remember hearing hushed rumours
that the kwaito singer Lebo Mathosa was bisexual. These stories were taboo
in my community, giggled or whispered around me, but they revealed an
important truth. People like me existed.

A few years later, just as I was settling into high school, I lost my mother.
She was HIV-positive and died from pneumonia. Mired in grief and with
no one to talk to, I started questioning things. Why her? Why this? Why
now? Mom died just when I was coming of age. Her own mother died
when she was 16, forcing her to drop out of school to work and raise her
siblings. She spent her entire life providing. To me she was the epitome of
gender-nonconforming — she was my mom and my dad. As her gender-
nonconforming child, I wanted to make her proud.
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When it came time to choose a subject for Grade 10, I chose history. I
thought studying the past would help me escape my present, but then I read
a quote that sparked a dream: “If you do not think about politics, politics
will think for you.” This idea stuck with me. I couldn’t shake it. It pushed
me to question politicians and their power, to hold parties accountable, and

to play my part in protecting our young democracy.

From then on I knew I wanted to become a politician, but daily hardships
squashed my dream. Right after high school, I became homeless. I lost all
hope and confidence. I was just living to survive to the next day.

At 22 I tested HIV-positive. I imagined death, but then I came across the
National LGBTI Health Campaign and enrolled in their HIV/AIDS training
programme. I learned that I could still lead a long and healthy life. I decided
to move back to KZN for a fresh start and to put things in perspective.

The first six months were hard. I couldn’t find a job, so I volunteered with
the Gay & Lesbian Network in Pietermaritzburg and completed a certified
HIV/AIDS counselling course. These skills helped me land a job with
Community Media Trust, and soon I was presenting and co-hosting shows
on a local radio station. Friends around me were addicted to ecstasy and
alcohol, but I was focused on changing my life for the better.

My dream of joining politics slowly came back to me, but I didn’t see
anyone like me, any members of our local LGBTQI+ community, involved.
Pietermaritzburg is small, and I often felt unsafe and unable to express myself,
but I knew our voices needed to be heard. When I came across a fellowship
programme that promised to train queer South African political activists,
I remembered that quote, “If you do not think about politics, politics will
think for you.” I jumped at the opportunity and was selected to join the
network.

Since that training in 2019, I've never looked back. LGBTQI+ people need
political representation, and we need to exercise our political voice. COVID
lockdowns have only emphasised the intense discrimination, marginalisation,
hate crimes, and political exclusion our queer communities face.

That’s why I launched the Isibani Civil Society Forum in 2020. The Forum
seeks to engage political parties and the government to amplify political
participation and inclusion of LGBTQI+ people and promote inclusive
government policy on issues like gender-affirming health care. By coming
together as one community, I believe we can amplify our voices and
achieve political liberation.
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The Isibani Civil Society Forum has shown me the importance of engaging
political parties. As an active member of the African National Congress in my
ward, I continue to face heteronormative and patriarchal biases. Rather than
shy away, I now confront these biases head-on because I know I represent
our queer community. One day I hope to represent all communities as an
elected member of the KZN Legislature.

I'm still thinking about politics and thinking for myself, but thinking only
gets you so far. 'm now working hard to raise queer voices and fighting for
the political representation we deserve.

Bulelani Mzila is a political activist and founder of the Isibani Civil Society
Forum in Pietermaritzburg, South Africa.
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UNDER THE MANGO TREE

BRICE DONALD DIBAHI

Cote D’ivoire

“You're gay? You're as good as dead! AIDS awaits you!” Those were the words
my older brother spat at me the day he and everyone found out about me
and Charles. I was only 15 years old.

I grew up the “spoiled baby” of my family in Ouragahio in the southwest
of Cote d’Ivoire. Mom ran a bar, so it was always festive around the house.
My siblings and I all had different dads and different surnames, but we
were all united.

That changed in Year 9 when I started realising I was “different”. My
difference was that I liked boys. I liked Charles.

On sunny afternoons in high school, while most of the boys played soccer,
I'd gossip with the girls. They started teasing me with the nickname Dani, an
effeminate fashion designer in the Mexican telenovela Luna, so more often
than not I'd retreat to a corner of the school yard with only the shadow of a
mango tree to keep me company.

Charles was my classmate, one of the boys who played soccer. I loved Charles.
One day, I sent him a letter.

I told him that I liked his smile, his lips, his eyes. I thanked him for being
nice to me and sometimes coming to my defence when other classmates
bullied me or called me a sissy. I didn’t have the words to tell him how much
I loved him, so instead I drew two small hearts at the end of the letter. In one
heart, I wrote my name. In the other, I wrote Charles.

My letter to Charles circulated around the school for three days. I told
my mother I was too sick for classes. What she didn’t know was that I was
sick with embarrassment.

When I finally returned to school, the shade of the mango tree kept me
company. [ said to it: “Tell me, my friend, do you think Charles is the one
who shared my letter?” Before it could answer, I heard my mother cry, “Lord!
What have I done to deserve this?”

My teacher had discovered my letter to Charles and phoned my mother
for a meeting.

48



Thereafter, 1 endured all sorts of spiritual deliverance rites from the
Evangelical church, from the Catholic church, from I don’t know which
other denominations and sects. Despite all this, despite my prayers and
efforts to get over him, I still loved Charles. My brother’s fearmongering
condemnations echoed in my head. These stereotypes, these myths, these
lies are what people in Coéte d’'Ivoire think of homosexuality. They believe
that a gay teenager, HIV-positive or not, could never continue his studies to
become a doctor, an engineer, a writer, or anything he dreamed.

Challenging these stereotypes is what motivated me to move forward,
despite the hostile context. I graduated from secondary school and enrolled
for a finance, accounting, and business management degree at university.
Mom died of a stroke soon after. Her death dragged me down, and I failed
my second year. I blamed myself. Everything was happening as if the “gay
curse” were real.

Eventually, I recovered and obtained my accounting diploma. I moved to
Cocody, a trendy neighbourhood of Abidjan, where I started working as a
restaurant cashier. I proved my big brother’s predictions wrong by providing
regular financial support to my siblings, nephews, and nieces. Having fought
for my own independence, I decided to share my success with other queer

people.

So I gathered some friends, and in 2018 we created an organisation called
Gromo, acoded slangword for ourlocal queer community. Gromo encourages
LGBT people in Abidjan to plan for the future by creating income-generating
activities and completing vocational training courses. We've already set up
a regional employment agency and are currently developing a peer-to-peer

microcredit system called AYOKA to support LGBT people.

The lesson I've learned from my journey, from the comforting shade
of my childhood mango tree to the creation of Gromo, is that financial
independence is essential for LGBT people’s self-determination. It is the
ticket to their empowerment and social acceptance.

Brice Donald Dibahi is the head of the NGO GROMO, an organisation
that works to promote the rights of LGBTQI people in Céte d’lvoire. He is
based in Abidjan.
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TAKE HIM

GEORGE HOPKINS

Malawi

“Are you happy now? Take him. When he dies, eat his corpse.”

These are the words my mother spat at my partner after accusing him of
wizardry. But let me back up.

I was born into a conservative Christian family in Blantyre and grew up
all across Malawi. My dad was the treasurer of our Seventh-day Adventist
Church. I had no idea I was gay until I got to college. I experimented with
women, but it never worked for me. I had no one to talk to.

In late 2014 I met *Softie online and we connected instantly. I still remember
our first kiss. His lips and body were so soft that I saved his number as
“Softie” in my phone. He’s still saved that way today.

Though Softie lived in Central Malawi and I was in the south, we started
dating. Two years later he visited for my birthday and we had a serious
discussion about our future. That’s when we decided to start living together.
It’s also when the drama began.

Once Softie and I moved in together I introduced him to my family as a
“friend”. All was well until I texted my mother the truth, that Softie was my
partner. She didn’t respond for three months.

Mum eventually told my dad, who invited me and Softie to their home
for Christmas. I extended the invitation to a few friends from our queer
community, and we spent the holiday with my extended family.

The next morning, my dad called me outside for a discussion. He said he
was disappointed in me and worried that my being gay meant I was fulfilling
Biblical prophecies about the End Times. He asked that, before we leave,
Softie and I visit a prophet to “remove the demons inside us”. He warned
me that if I didn’t join them in prayer for our “deliverance”, he would no
longer consider me his son. We refused his request, so he dropped us at a
bus station and left.

Half a year passed with no word from my parents. Out of the blue one day,
my mum came to our house unannounced. My dad had sent her to ask me
to kick Softie out because they believed he was a wizard. She then asked me
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to drink my own urine to remove whatever was “bewitching” me. I refused,

and she left.

Mum came back with the same request two weeks later. Again, I said no.
“Since you have refused to listen to your parents, you are no longer our son,
and we will take everything we gave you when you left our home to start
your new life”, she told me. She then called all my relatives to tell them I'm
gay and to formally disown me.

I left for work that morning as she packed the bed, stove, furniture, plates,
and all the other gifts my parents took back. That’s when she said those
vile words to my partner: “Are you happy now? Take him. When he dies,
eat his corpse.”

When I came back from work, she was gone with everything. The house
was empty. Softie and I slept together that night with only a bedsheet. Little
by little, we started replacing the furniture and equipment my parents had
taken until the house was full again; until our house became our home.

A few years later I received a text from my mother, apologising. Part of me
suspected she was trying to make amends because she could not survive
financially without my support. When I eventually went to visit her, she
seemed happy to see me. My dad never said a word and never apologised.

Since 2019, things have improved so much that my parents now visit our
home. My mum calls and texts Softie and even invites him over for dinner.
It’s like nothing ever happened. Whatever my parents’ motivations, they
came to accept us when they realised they would lose their battle against
my sexuality and my partner, and with time, Softie and I learned to let go

of the past.

Nearly a decade later, Softie and I are happily married — not in the legal
sense, as Malawi still prohibits same-sex marriage, but in our hearts and in
our minds. Our relationship offers a beacon of hope to Malawi’s LGBTIQ+
community that it’s possible to weather challenges and stay together as a
queer couple in love.

George Hopkins is an MBA student and executive director of the Social Justice
Foundation, which works to address queer peoples economic, psychosocial,

and justice needs. He also co-founded Nyasa Rainbow Alliance to enhance the
visibility of LGBTIQ+ people in Malawi.
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AN EMPATH IN THE WORLD OF ACTIVISM

TANVI RAMTOHUL

Mauritius

I've always been an empath: someone who feels and sees whether another
person’s heart is full of joy or despair.

In 2021, I started working at Collectif Arc-en-Ciel (French for “Rainbow
Collective”), the leading LGBTQIA+ NGO in Mauritius, because I believed
inits mission and wanted to help advance equal human rights for our country’s
queer community. The job to me has always been so much more than a
paycheck. Through this work, I've strengthened my allyship and found love
in a flamboyant queer community that exists in all its wonderful diversity.

Yet many people in the community, who are often labelled “cursed”,
“mentally ill”, or “demonic”, hold invisible pain. The people who are never
mentioned — the victims, those left behind — suffer in a society that judges
them for how they dress, talk, laugh, and love; for simply being human.

As a young human rights advocate and queer ally, I often ask myself: how
long must we continue to do this work? I've come across so many souls
whose lives are very different from my own, but we relate on so many levels.
With some LGBTQIA+ people, I have jolly conversations. Others I've had
to accompany to the police station and beg for their protection. I know
queer people who are out, joyously afirming themselves in public, and some
who are still closeted. For how long, I wonder.

My close friends say I am wasting my time trying to influence complex
systems and institutions, but sometimes all it takes is one person ready to
speak up with commitment and passion. Others might not hear the cries for
help or see the need for everyone to fight LGBTQIA+ human rights abuses
in Mauritius, but I do. I'm an empath. So here I am.

Navigating the activism world as an ally who carries the stories and pain
of other people is difhicult. Although these stories have moved me to my
core, they are often narrated in “normalised” tones by victims of abuse. By
listening with kindness and love, I try to help people process their experiences
of violence and hurt in a therapeutic way, and understand that abuse and
violence are neither normal nor OK.

Saying “yes” to the needs I saw within the LGBTQIA+ community has
helped my life bloom with expressions of love and hope. When I joined
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Collectif Arc-en-Ciel as an advocacy and communications officer two years
ago, I began with the simple intention of giving smiles to people who needed
them most. Now I have friends dropping by my office to show me their new
shoes and freshly done nails. Others call me late at night to share feelings of
happiness after months of depression. And the ones who do not respond to
my texts because they are going through things they wish not to talk about —
I understand. Words are not always needed. I understand your silence.

Activism is not linear — some days are peaceful and filled with laughter;
others feel like the end of the world. No matter my own emotions, I know
the people I serve feel safe with me.

Mauritius is sometimes perceived as a paradise for LGBTQIA+ people
because it is less dangerous than other African countries where homosexuality
is still criminalised. As a result, our stories are sometimes seen as inessential;
our work as less important than in other countries. Some human rights
defenders abroad say LGBTQIA+ people in Mauritius are privileged. But
this so-called privilege is hard to see when I lend a shoulder to souls aching
with rejection from the families, faith communities, or professions they love.

Privileged? For sometimes having rights respected? The word erases the
difficult realities queer people still face in Mauritius, and trivialises the
sacrifices of our predecessors, who lived with great risk so that the queer
community I serve today can walk more freely.

Activism drains you mentally, physically, and emotionally. For empaths like
me, it can almost break us. “Should I quit?” I sometimes whisper to myself.
But how can I leave when the hope of a just and humane world is at stake?
To disassociate would be selfish. That’s not who I am.

I am blessed with a heart that is able to give so much love. I can bring smiles
to people who cannot always find reasons to smile. I do so because I can.
Maybe this is the ally’s privilege. I give the most of myself to help others love,
see, and cherish themselves — just the way they are.

I hope and believe the LGBTQIA+ community I work for will one day
achieve true equal rights. Until that day, I will continue my efforts to improve
conditions for this rainbow community I hold so dearly as a friend, sister,
and daughter. A community where, ultimately, love will win.

1anvi Ramtohul is the former Head of Strategic Communication for Collectif
Arc-en-Ciel, the leading LGBTQIA+ NGO in Mauritius. There she designed
and led communication and advocacy campaigns to increase and improve the

visibility of Mauritiuss queer community.
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QUEERING AND DECOLONISING
JOY AND RESISTANCE

ASSALA MDAWKHY

Tunisia

Maybe this text is a meta-narrative that talks to itself and the reader more
than it does to me. [ wanted it this way because my story is of queer joy and
resistance, and I neither call myself a victim nor a quitter. 'm a human who
believes in the power of unity and the ability of groups to relate to each other
and to self-organise. I appreciate community life, sharing love, spaces, and
wealth, and standing side by side in solidarity. That said, I will try to offer
“the I in me” a little space here...but no promises.

Environmental philosopher John Muir wrote, “The mountains are calling,
and I must go.” This quote resonates deeply with who I am, where I was
born and grew up, and what I stand for.

Growing up in El Kasserine, just a few miles from Tunisia’s highest peak
Jebel Chaambi, endowed me with a strong and musical country accent,
darker skin, a tough personality, and a queer identity. This was all good
material to attract different colours of discrimination, and to paint myself
with an innate drive for justice and resistance.

Kasserine is known as the city of martyrs, having led the Tunisian revolution
0f2010-2011. Some call it the “harsh land,” and its people are often labelled
troublemakers, revolutionaries, and stalwarts. They say you can take the
person out of their hometown, but you can't take the hometown out of the
person. I guess this is the case for me and for many of you.

“So, as an enthusiastic activist, do you believe the youth in Tunisia have
achieved their goals since the revolution? Particularly in terms of equal
opportunities, freedom, and dignity?”

A journalist asked me this question in early 2011, a few months after our
revolution. It was only then that I realised what we naturally and inherently
strive for, what we advocate and stand up for, is labelled “activism”.

In 2013, I joyfully found myself at the heart of activism with my comrades
in The General Union of Tunisian Students (UGET). We went on strikes
in the university yard, demanded better scholarships for underprivileged
students, and organised camps for political protest.
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We cooked together, sang Sheikh Imam and Yasser Jradi songs, giggled at
comrades who snored in our shared tents, and queered the space with our
diverse gender expressions and infinite love.

Through these encounters I found myself engaging with Tunisian and
regional social movements, civil society organisations, and campaigns to
address impunity, femicide, gender inequality, environmental justice, and
class struggle. I dove into each fight, sometimes with anger, but mostly with
hope and adrenaline.

“Assala, you are coming with us to the police station for investigation”, a
police officer informed me after a routine ID check flagged me as “S17”

in August 2017.

Tunisia’s S17 border control measures often amount to de facto travel bans
against opposition figures accused of “destabilising the safety of the system”.
This designation signalled the government’s intent to surveil and control me.
Why? Perhaps because I posed a threat.

Is advocating for rights and freedoms inherently threatening? Is documenting
police violence, torture, and human rights abuses against queer individuals
dangerous enough to warrant executive control over my movements and
mobility? What about the dangers posed by violating my rights?

My S17 status shadowed me for four years. I was haunted by constant
apprehension of arrest and investigation before any ID check. After
an arduous journey of litigation and resistance, this oppressive and
unconstitutional measure taken against me was finally lifted. Despite its
challenges, this journey opened doors for me to slow down, experiment with
self-care methods, and measure my abilities and limits. Most importantly, it
showed me that I am not alone.

I have wonderful comrades who stand by my side and offer generous spoons
of love and solidarity whenever needed. They wait for me in front of police
stations during hours of investigation, call my name if something goes
wrong, and resist alongside me for the cause, by any means necessary. I think
I’'m lucky. I'm loved.

Any struggle, if not imbued with solidarity and joy, becomes bitter and
unbearable. It weakens, consumes, and drains you, leaving you disappointed
and helpless. I choose joy and constantly find it in helping myself and others;
in sharing, and in caring.

P've smiled before judges in court, laughed during queerphobic fights, sang
during protests and strikes, and coloured my life with joy and queerness.
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This is how I believe it should be, moving beyond a victim mindset to stand
tall and play the game of life from a wider perspective.

In 2019, I established a decentralised LGBTQI+ community centre in
southern Tunisia that provides first-line assistance, including legal, medical,
and psychological support to queer individuals in the region. I also started
advocating for a joyful, decentralised, and decolonial approach to activism
and resistance, one that doesn’t prioritise the individual over the collective or
vice versa, but rather aims to ensure that no one is left behind.

Today, I'm spearheading a strategic LGBTQI+ programme with an
international human rights organisation, co-leading a regional queer
network, and co-drafting defence models against Article 230 of the Tunisian
colonial penal code, which criminalises same-sex sexual activity. This work
involves setting up strategic litigation to decriminalise queerness and poverty.

There is still a long road ahead for queers and those pushed to the margins, be
they individuals, causes, or countries, but I believe Global South solidarity
can pave the way to a liberated Tunisia, Libya, Palestine, Egypt, Uganda,
Western Sahara, Ghana, Congo, Venezuela, Corsica, and anywhere injustice
reigns. Global South unity can blur borders and liberate nations. And
it is coming.

Assala Mdawkhy is a Pan-African queer activist, leftist, and human rights
defender who works on access to justice for LGBTQI+ individuals in Tunisia
and regionally from a decolonial approach.
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[llustration by Leigh le Roux
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AN UNEXPECTED JOURNEY

SAMA EMEKA E.

Cameroon

“Thank you for coming. Hope to see you again”, I said in a soft and sweet
tone as I ushered him out the door of my apartment in Bamenda. This
was the fourth guy I'd laid with that month, changing them like pieces of
underwear. No shame, just living my life as I'd always wanted — carefree.

I took a second to replay what I'd just said. It was 2018, and I'd come a
long way. My conscience walked me down memory lane to where I'd failed;
back to 2014 when, too easily, I'd entrusted a close friend with the secret
of my sexuality.

I was 17 then and studying at a Catholic boarding school. Days after telling
my friend, privately, that I'm queer, I was summoned for disciplinary
hearings. “Are you homosexual?” the boarding mistress asked. Being young
and innocent, and believing the school’s mantra that the truth would set
me free, I said, “Yes, it’s a challenge I am battling with”. I was expelled
and sent home.

My mum refused to see me, saying I was a waste of money (she had just paid
my school fees) and an abomination. My aunty took me in on the condition
that I would go for deliverance sessions because she believed I was being
controlled by the devil. I needed a place to stay and food to eat so had no
choice but to accept. After a few weeks, I grew homesick for my mum who
was still trying to adjust to my reality and moved back in with her.

I couldn’t bear the electricity outages in Bamenda, my phone battery
constantly low or dead, so one night I boarded a bus and ran away to live
with my grandma in South-East Nigeria. A few months later, Mum called
and asked me to come back to Cameroon to start at a new school. I obeyed.
By then the situation with Mum and Aunty was much better, as Grandma
made them believe I was “healed” after seeing her pastor. I didnt want to let
them down, so I learned to live a double life, always asking myself, “Am I
the only boy in the world who loves other boys?” I was too ashamed to ask
anyone else. I remember crying to Beyoncé’s “Roc”, consoling myself for
being different in a world where everyone wants me to be the same. I didn’t
know the worst was yet to come.
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“Sir, we have your results. You are HIV positive.”

It was December 2015. On a whim, I'd stopped at an outdoor HIV screening
tent on my way home. The doctor’s words were echoing in my mind as I
asked myself why I even took the test. “Sir, are you with me?” the doctor
asked. “Yes, I am with you”, I replied, jolting back to reality. Truly I was in
a different universe, refusing to believe I was HIV positive. I can’t be HIV
positive. How could this be real?

“I need some time to think”, I told the doctor as I took my results and left.
Who gave me this disease? How was this possible? This can’t be real. My
mind was racing.

The hospital placed me on treatment, but I didn’t take it seriously at all.
Swallowing the pills every day was a grim reminder of my status, and the
side effects — fever, nausea, dizziness and nightmares — were terrible. I
abandoned the pills and moved to a different town for school, ignoring all
calls from the hospital.

A couple of months passed, and [ tried to forget about my diagnosis and the
idea of being on treatment. Life moved on peacefully, happily even. Then
one night browsing TV I came upon what looked like a queer movie. It
centred on the early days of New York’s HIV-AIDS crisis in the 1980s, and
the advocacy movement that emerged to raise awareness about the disease.
I was glued to the screen, noting how tough things were back then and how
this advocacy helped advance HIV treatment and human rights.

I wept like a baby, thinking how messed up I'd been since getting expelled
from school. This movie, The Normal Heart, left me broken for weeks, but it
also gave birth to a new me. I ran to Affirmative Action, a community-based
organisation for gay people in Cameroon. I was still afraid to open up about
my HIV status, but I was more afraid of falling ill and dying of AIDS. I told
myself I needed to get treatment so I could keep up the good fight.

Today, my organisation Action for Care works to promote unity among
LGBTQ people in Cameroon, and to ensure quality health care, equitable
service, and human rights protections for all. My goal is to ensure that young
LGBTQI people know their health status and their rights so that they can

live freely in their truth and be celebrated for their uniqueness.

Sama Emeka E. is a Monitoring and Evaluation Officer at Affirmative Action
and Co-Founder of Action for Care in Bamenda, Cameroon. He is a public
health specialist and human rights activist who works to help LGBTQ people
take responsibility for their health, rights, and actions.
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FINDING MY WORTH

*SUNNY

Egypt

As a teen in the early 2000s, I dreamt of becoming a musician or visual artist.
Few creative job opportunities exist in Egypt, so in 2021 I decided to move
to the United Arab Emirates, which was booming with jobs and seemed so
sophisticated. After teary goodbyes to family and friends, I left Egypt with a
heart full of hope, excited to fulfil my dreams abroad.

Upon arriving in Dubai, I applied for the “Golden visa’, a long-term
residence visa for artists and other professionals. At the same time, I was
hired as a social media manager for an international agency. Three months
in, my visa application was provisionally approved. I was ecstatic!

The next phase of the process was a routine medical exam. One week after my
tests, I received an email that changed my life. My medical results had come
back, and I was HIV positive. This was the first I learned I had the disease.

I was frozen with terror at what this would mean for my future. Crying
uncontrollably, I called a close Egyptian friend who was also living in Dubai
and asked him to take me for my follow-up appointment. The medical
officer on duty sternly asked my friend to wait outside the room. When we
were alone, the officer told me again of my HIV diagnosis. He explained
that because of the disease, I could not stay in the UAE. He said I had two
options: I could leave peacefully or be deported by the government. “Go
back to Egypt. It is responsible for your medications”, he concluded.

This incident shattered my illusion of the UAE as a welcoming and
advanced nation. I learned first-hand the depths of discrimination against
foreigners and people living with HIV there. Later, after researching
other Arab countries, I learned that many of them, including Egypt, also
deport HIV-positive foreigners.

Leaving Dubai so soon after my arrival was heartbreaking. From the window
seat on my flight back to Egypt, I watched the land where I'd hoped to
achieve my dreams disappear. A few hours later, I watched Egypt come into
view. I worried about all the questions and uncertainties I would face back
home. My family and friends would wonder why I'd returned from the UAE
so quickly. None of them knew I was gay.
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As someone living with HIV in Egypt’s conservative, homophobic society,
I feared stigma and discrimination. I started taking medication soon after
returning to Egypt but kept the truth about my disease from family and
friends. With the help of a psychologist, I worked to overcome suicidal
thoughts stemming from my diagnosis and the challenging realities of
being gay in Egypt. My country’s laws and its majority conservative Muslim
culture harshly condemn LGBTQI people. My fear of being outed as gay and

rejected by family and friends was and remains a constant source of terror.

While working to accept my new reality, a friend sent me a job post for a
social media manager position at an organisation that promotes the rights of
Egypt’s queer community. This group also tests and counsels people living
with HIV/AIDS, and provides other services such as refugee assistance, legal
advice, and psychological support. I applied for the job. The opportunity to
advocate for the rights of our queer community felt like a new chapter in my
life. Happily, I was hired in May 2023, two years after leaving for Dubai.

As social media manager, I now conduct advocacy campaigns to advance
the rights of Egypt’s queer community and people living with HIV/
AIDS. Our social media campaigns are designed to build societal support
and pressure decision-makers to alleviate the many challenges Egypts
queer community face, including the government’s use of morality laws
to prosecute homosexuality.

Working for a queer advocacy group has improved my life in so many ways.
For the first time, I feel confident and whole. I now know my true worth and
am increasingly optimistic that Egypt, and other societies across the world
that deny and condemn the rights of queer communities, will eventually
embrace justice and human rights for all.

*Sunny lives in Egypt where he creates LGBTQI+-positive videos and social
media posts to improve attitudes towards gender and sexual minorities at home
and in other Arab nations.
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ABOUT TABOOM MEDIA

Taboom’s media training, mentoring, publishing, monitoring, and response
programs catalyse ethical journalism and public discourse around taboo topics.
By shining light on taboos in the news, we aim to break their power. Our global
work challenges stigmas, replacing stereotypes and discrimination with accuracy
and respect. We facilitate responsible media coverage to safeguard and champion
vulnerable communities and to advance human rights.

To learn more about our work and to download a free copy of this anthology, visit
TaboomMedia.com.
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ABOUT GALA QUEER ARCHIVE

GALA is a catalyst for the production, preservation and dissemination of information
about the history, culture and contemporary experiences of LGBTQIA+ people in
Africa. As an archive founded on principles of social justice and human rights, we
continue to work toward a greater awareness about the lives and experiences of
LGBTQIA+ people in Africa. Our main focus is to preserve and nurture LGBTQIA+
narratives and culture, as well as promote social equality, inclusive education and
youth development.

GALA publishes under our imprint, MaThoko's Books, a publishing outlet for
LGBTQIA+ writing and scholarly works on LGBTQIA+-related themes in Africa.
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This speC| rabic Edition of our Queer Activism
in Africa series spotlights 12 powerful stories and b,
illustrations from Volumes 1-4. In these pages, human
rights defenders from across the continent share their
origin stories and activist journeys. These intimate
testimonies of strength and vulnerability document and
elevate our collective fight for LGBTQI+ equality. The \
result is a powerful anthology of resistance, resilience, i P,
and recognition. To read the full collection of nearly ’
100 stories in English and French, or a different dozen
in Kiswahili or Portuguese, visit TaboomMedia.com/
resources or GALA.co.za.
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