Vite lgbt libanesi tra Hezbollah e bombe israeliane
Sono le sei di pomeriggio di sabato 30 maggio quando centinaia di persone si recano al teatro Al Madina su Hamra Street a Beirut per partecipare all'attesa presentazione di Bareed Mista3jil (Mail in a Hurry), il primo libro libanese che raccoglie racconti ed esperienze dalle voci di donne lesbiche, bisessuali, queer e transgender. Quarantuno storie vere che hanno l'obiettivo di «disperdere i miti che circondano la sessualità femminile e le identità di genere in tutta la loro diversità». Al centro dei racconti, le relazioni familiari, il conflitto tra religione e sessualità, la scoperta di sé e i problemi di identità, la discriminazione.

Il lancio è avvenuto anche tramite internet. Infatti su diversi siti è cominciato a comparire un piccolo video autoprodotto, nelle immagini ragazze a bordo di un motorino che portano un pacco in giro per la città: lettere al mondo con le quali hanno scelto di travalicare la loro dimensione privata per comunicare in arabo e in inglese. 

L'introduzione al libro è un'analisi che in trenta pagine attraversa temi generali presentati poi all'interno delle storie. Quante specie di diversità esistono nella sessualità umana? Cosa pensano le famiglie e gli amici delle persone omosessuali? E ancora, interrogativi sulla religione e la fede e come questa si concilia con scelte sessuali che vengono considerate "devianti". Che vuol dire per i bisessuali fare il "coming-out"? A quali discriminazioni sono soggette le lesbiche e come è cambiata la loro condizione negli ultimi dieci anni? E' l'emigrazione la loro unica possibilità? Questa pubblicazione attesa da tempo viene a sciogliere proprio questi nodi, importanti nella comunità lgbt libanese ma che con facilità si potrebbero estendere anche a quella italiana, soprattutto in questo momento.

Ma chi c'è dietro questa interessante pubblicazione del paese dei cedri? Chi ha la forza di far circolare la propria voce in un Libano caduto in mano agli sciiti, così come ci dicono? Bareed Mista3jil viene pubblicato dal gruppo lgbt Meem, fondato nel 2007 che lavora principalmente per far abolire l'articolo 534 del codice penale libanese che punisce «comportamenti sessuali innaturali» con un anno di reclusione. Il collettivo ha avuto il sostegno finanziario della Heinrich Boell Foundation e l'appoggio del Collettivo Femminista Helem e di IndyACT. Questa ultima organizzazione è autrice di campagne ambientaliste molto famose tra cui una sulle pellicce che ha avuto grande eco. Sicuramente non esistono molte cose tradotte in italiano su di loro, eppure ormai da diversi anni questi collettivi lavorano politicamente per rendere sempre più forte la voce della comunità queer in Medio Oriente, ma anche per sottrarsi al rischio di rimanere schiacciati dal pensiero occidentale che indica nel Libano un paese "da civilizzare". Cruciale per questo è stata l'estate del 2006 caratterizzata da una intensa e difficile concomitanza di eventi per i movimenti lgbt nel contesto delle nuove coordinate geo-politiche, passate così drasticamente dalla Guerra Fredda alla Guerra al Terrorismo (attraverso lo "Scontro di civiltà").

E' stata l'estate del World Gay Pride di Gerusalemme, contro il quale una minoranza di gruppi lgbt organizzò un Pride di boicottaggio dal titolo No Pride in Occupation (in solidarietà ai Territori occupati palestinesi). E' stato anche il momento degli Out Games di Montreal, in cui un'attivista di Helem era stata invitata a parlare nella cerimonia di apertura. Ma l'invasione israeliana e il bombardamento di Beirut impedì a Rasha Moumneh di lasciare la città; inviò invece un video-discorso in cui metteva l'accento sul fatto che organizzarsi come soggettività lgbt in Libano vuol dire sia lottare contro un governo oppressivo, sia «resistere contro l'agenda neocolonialista che cerca di cooptare il linguaggio dei diritti umani per giustificare i propri fini». Agli Out Games venne lanciato un appello alla comunità lgbt internazionale per condannare l'attacco di Israele in Libano, ma la comunità si ritrovò incapace di farlo.

Un interessante racconto di quel clima è stato scritto dalla ricercatrice Sarah Bracke in un articolo apparso a gennaio del 2009. «Nell'estate del 2006, quando Israele bombardò il Libano per 33 giorni, e alcun* di noi usarono la mailing list di NextGenderation come spazio per far circolare notizie e appelli di mobilitazioni, le discussioni si fecero intense. Si argomentò che come femministe queer non potevamo "supportare" Hezbollah, in quanto organizzazione politica contro i diritti di donne e gay. Va detto che nessun* nella lista si stava effettivamente mobilitando per Hezbollah, stavamo semplicemente sostenendo il diritto della resistenza (armata), che non è proprio la stessa cosa, e le differenze contano. E va detto che, inoltre, attivist* di Helem, la più conosciuta organizzazione lgbt libanese con sede a Beirut, stavano organizzando aiuti umanitari e proclamando a gran voce, con fatti e parole, che la guerra era una loro questione. (Non è sorprendente dato che le bombe di Israele su Beirut non hanno fatto distinzioni e discriminazioni tra gay e etero…)». L'attivista si rivolge in particolare al mondo dell'Accademia che sembra sempre più distante dalle realtà quotidiane che tuttavia continuano a resistere e a produrre pensiero soprattutto a Beirut, come testimonia l'uscita di questo libro che potete acquistare tramite internet sul sito web www.bareedmista3jil.com
     

Excerpt from the story "When My Father Died" from Bareed Mista3jil
 

[image: image1.jpg]


Even today, some years after the incident, I’m not ready to deal with any questions: why didn’t you scream? Why didn’t you tell your parents or the police? Why didn’t you go to a hospital? Don’t give me any questions. I know all the theories about what you’re supposed to do if you get raped – no wait – when you get raped. I didn’t want to get even with the criminals. I just wanted to be left alone and forget it ever happened. The funny thing is that you think you’re immune to these things when you’re a lesbian – especially when you’re a tough dyke. You think if you cut your hair short and wear punk clothes, men will leave you alone.
Excerpt from the story "We Are Not Safe" from Bareed Mista3jil
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The popular chatting program at the time was called ICQ, which I immediately downloaded, created some romantically morbid nickname, and set out to find other lesbians. There was some method of searching through lists of people and I spent hours looking till I found someone with a nickname like “sexy lesbian 4u.” Oh my God! I thought, a sexy lesbian for me! I messaged her instantly and said: “hiiiiiiiii! I am a lesbian too!” She said hi back but with far less enthusiasm and then asked me if I wanted her to bite my ear. I wondered why she was saying that, but was so excited about meeting another fellow lesbian that I just started babbling on with details about my life, the suffering I’ve been through, the identity crisis, the broken heart, and other teenage lesbian drama. You have to remember, it was over 10 years ago, and I was very slow at typing. Then the sexy lesbian 4 me made a very indecent proposition that involved touching her private parts. I was shocked! Mortified! No! I said. I want us to talk and share our life stories!
Excerpt from the story "My Quest to Find Lesbians" from Bareed Mista3jil
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And so it went for a long time. Nightlife was the only place fortinfees. The general attitude wasn’t really about activism; it was about meeting up. And of course, problems arose inside the so-called “community” at the time. The more people we met, the more we found friends and rivals. Fights broke out between people all the time. Some were benign, but some got really serious. People would report each other to the police or out each other to their families. A lot of people were severely depressed and got lost in their double lives that they became hooked on alcohol or drugs. There were no daytime conversations; everything happened at night. We came to Acid every week with our most basic instincts on our sleeves to let out all the tensions from our daytime closets.
Excerpt from the story "How It All Started" from Bareed Mista3jil
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My mother is a devout Muslim woman. Her belief in God is so powerful that she surrenders everything to His will. Anything that happens is because God wills it. And so she didn’t question or challenge my homosexuality “Allah heik ketiblik,” she said. She told me it made no sense for her to try to change God’s will. Shortly after, I told my father, and he had the same reaction: “We cannot change what is God’s will. If it is meant for you to change, you will change on your own.” This is an odd reaction for Muslim parents, who usually get scared of their children’s actions being sinful. Not my parents. When they thought about it and discussed the matter between themselves, they deduced that my living a lie was a bigger sin than my sexuality. They told me that it was better for me to be honest with myself and my parents than to be a hypocrite.
Excerpt from the story "God's Will" from Bareed Mista3jil
-----------------

This is an excerpt from the introduction of Bareed Mista3jil. The full text will be available online in PDF format after the launch event.
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Introduction

There is much mystery and fantasy surrounding the concept of female sexuality in Lebanon. Even more taboo is the topic of homosexuality, and a lot more has been said about male homosexuality than female homosexuality. This comes as no surprise in a patriarchal society where women’s issues are often dismissed. And sexuality, because it touches upon reclaiming our bodies and demanding the right to desire and pleasure, is the ultimate taboo of women’s issues. We have published this book in order to introduce Lebanese society to the real stories of real people whose voices have gone unheard for hundreds of years. They live among us, although invisible to us, in our families, our schools, our workplaces, and our neighborhoods. Their sexualities have been mocked, dismissed, denied, oppressed, distorted, and forced into hiding. We hope that the stories found here would touch the hearts and convince the minds of the readers, so that we can come together as Lebanese from all regions, beliefs, and backgrounds to respect and embrace all differences, especially those of gender identity and sexual orientation. 

Who Is This Book About?

This book brings together the stories of women who are not heterosexual. It seeks to question and challenge the common misunderstanding that the only alternative to heterosexuality is homosexuality. We tend to label people as either straight (heterosexual) or gay (homosexual). During the research process for this book, however, we came across such a wide array of sexualities that it was impossible to lump them all into the one “homosexual” category. That’s why we call it a book about lesbian, bisexual, queer, and questioning women, and transgender persons. It’s quite a mouthful, yes, but it is important to start acknowledging and recognizing this range of sexualities. For the purposes of this introduction, we have used the term “queer” to represent all non-heterosexual identities. “Queer” was once a derogatory term used to define homosexuals as deviant, strange, or abnormal. It is very similar to the current Arabic derogatory term, “shazz,” which literally means “deviant” and is the most common Arabic term for “homosexual.” While queer theory is a social school of thought that aims to deconstruct understandings of gender altogether, the word is also commonly used as an umbrella term for non-conforming sexualities, and that is how we are using it in this introduction. One must keep in mind, however, that when used in the personal stories, “queer” is a significant sexual and political identity, different from “lesbian,” as the stories themselves demonstrate.

(...)

How Was This Book Written?

The stories in this book are entirely based on conversations with over 150 women and transgender people we interviewed in Beirut. We wanted the stories to come through as authentically as possible with a consistency in the narratives, so every single story went through a journey of its own. At first we thought it was most important to find the stories from the people who wanted to tell them. But as the work on the book progressed, we found it necessary not only to include stories ready to come out, but also to search for those that weren’t. It became more important to truly represent the wide range of experiences around a certain topic, so as to increase our chance of covering a very diverse community without leaving radically different voices, opinions, or life experiences out. We realized, for example, after talking to a number of women about their relationships with their parents, that attitudes towards the issue differed immensely. So we didn’t want to have stories that were only about disapproving parents, although that was the most common perspective. We set out to find the entirely opposite experience of a lesbian coming out to supportive and loving parents.

We did not sign the stories with any names, nicknames or initials because we wanted to guard the safety and confidentiality of the brave people who told their stories. And because each story is a representation of an experience common to hundreds of individuals in Lebanon – although the details may change, the depth of the human experience is quite common – we opted not to use any single name or person for each story. The definite answer to the question: “what is the life of a typical Lebanese lesbian like?” is that there is no “typical Lebanese lesbian” and no single life story common to all. One may, however, state with a high degree of certainty that the stories in this book represent many common fragments from the lives of many queer women in this country. We cannot claim, however, that we could ever gather or represent the entire range of experiences in one small book. As we’ve already mentioned, Lebanon’s extremely fragmented society, along with the huge array of sexual diversity, make for an uncountable number of experiences all different, yet all strikingly similar in their common struggle for acceptance.

And so we recorded interviews with every storyteller, listened to the interviews a number of times, transcribed them, and then wrote them out into a narrative piece. The story was then sent again to the storyteller for approval and editing. Often, months passed between these two phases and big changes were made by the storytellers to their own stories, as they grew and changed and learned more about their own selves. After that came the editing process with a number of editors and readers, who also suggested emphasizing some parts, expanding or shortening the stories, and focusing on the most important segments. The lucky stories made it through this process untouched and were published exactly as they were told the first time. The less fortunate pieces were bounced back between the writers and the storytellers, cooked, mixed, broken to pieces, redrawn, and rewritten many times until we were able to say exactly what was meant to be said. 

A few of the stories were written and submitted by the storytellers themselves. The reason we didn’t compile the stories in this book by solely asking for submissions was because we knew we were going to get submissions from a very small group of women, who are privileged enough to be able to write and articulate their stories. We knew, too, that because, as women, we are sometimes made to believe that our stories are not important, that many would hold back. We could imagine the voices in some women’s heads, convincing them that their stories, their lives, are not important to share with the world, that they are alone, or that their feelings and experiences are mundane. What we hope they will come to see, as you will see too in these pages, is that they are truly what they jokingly call themselves: women warriors. 

(...)

Our purpose was to present the stories of this marginalized, invisible community straight from the hearts of the people who lived them. We didn’t want to provide mere sociological observations or pretend to summarize the life experiences in generalized studies. It isn’t easy for anyone to reveal themselves to the public with such honesty and vulnerability, especially those who have spent lifetimes hiding their true selves from even those closest to them. The women and transgender persons who have shared their stories with you are brave and heroic and deserve our gratitude for the mere fact of them speaking up. And it is important for the people who have so generously shared their stories to know that they have not gone to waste, that they will not be buried.

The original idea of publishing a book like this came on a spring night in 2006, while driving down Hamra Street in Beirut. We were having over a conversation about the lack of publications by and about queer people in Lebanon. At that time, we wanted to write a book called “Gay Lebanon” and to include in it submissions from Lebanese queers. I remember us wondering where we were going to get any lesbian stories because we knew very few lesbians at the time. Over the three years that passed, we witnessed the rise of a remarkable lesbian community that brought a powerful new meaning to queer solidarity, understanding, and grassroots activism, and it became clearer to us that these were the people whose stories needed to be heard. It took a little over a year to get this project together and while the initial proposed titles were picked from lesbian terms or experiences, we decided on the more ambiguous “Bareed Mista3jil” as a name for our book. “Bareed Mista3jil” has a very close meaning to “Express Mail” but a better translation would be “Mail in a Hurry.” It reflects both the urgency of getting these stories across and also the private nature of the stories – like letters written, sealed, and sent out to the world.

In a way, the journey of these stories is similar to the stories themselves. They have come out of the closet.
The Themes Presented in this Book

Originally meant to be split into chapters, every chapter on a particular theme, the stories refused to be tied down to any one single chapter. Instead we tagged every story with the theme it addressed fully or partially. While we do not profess to have done any sociological or psychological research, we have come up with some analysis on the different broad themes presented in these stories: Coming Out, Homophobia, Family, Self-Image, Relationships, Sexual Diversity, Religion, Self-Discovery, Emigration, Activism, and Community.

A Vision for the Future

We stand at a historical crossroads in the journey for queer recognition in Lebanon. Queer women are finding each other in greater numbers every day and uniting in solidarity. Our battle for full citizenship rights and public visibility is long, but is already powerfully underway. We are organizing and resisting discrimination whether through personal coming out to friends, blogging about our everyday experiences, creating online media, supporting the women’s rights movement, or discussing our ideas and thoughts constantly. We’ve also written this book.

We are the non-conforming sexual community of Lebanon: the lesbians, the bisexuals, the queers, the questioning women, the transgender and transsexual men and women, the Muslims, the Christians, the Druze, the atheists and agnostics, from the North, the South, the Bekaa valley, Mount Lebanon, Beirut, your daughters, your sisters, your mothers, your aunts, your teachers, your students, your employees, your managers, the people you love, and the people who love you dearly. And we shall no longer be afraid.
--------------------------

Press Corner
If you are a journalist or work in the media, you are most welcome to attend our launch event. For an interview, please email us and we'll get in touch with you. Reviews of the book and media clippings will be placed here as they come out.
 

Press Release
Lebanon’s First Queer Book Now Out
“Bareed Mista3jil: True Stories” hits Lebanese bookstores on June 1st

Beirut on May 21, 2009: Lebanon’s first and long-awaited book on the lives of queer women and transgenders in Lebanon is now out. “Bareed Mista3jil,” which translates into English as “Mail in a Hurry” is a collection of 41 stories from the experiences of lesbians, bisexuals, queer and questioning women, and transgender persons (LBTQ) from all over Lebanon. Covering a wide range of topics and issues from coming out and relationships with families to self-discovery and discrimination, “Bareed Mista3jil” aims to introduce the Lebanese people to the real-life stories of one of the country’s most hidden and ostracized communities.
Written over the course of 18 months by a team of young queer women, the book dispels the myths surrounding female sexuality and gender identities in all their diversity. It includes a 30-page introductory analysis of the different themes of the stories to provide readers with some sociological background to the key elements. Funded by the Heinrich Boell Foundation and supported by the Feminist Collective and IndyACT, “Bareed Mista3jil” is published by Meem, a community of LBTQs that was started in August 2007 to provide support for sexual and gender minorities.
An event launching the book will take place at Al Madina Theater on Hamra Street in Beirut on May 30, 2009 at 6pm. Selected stories will be read at the launch, which is open to the media and Lebanese public. The book will be available in English and Arabic versions at all major Lebanese bookstores and online as of June 1st, 2009. Excerpts from the stories, in addition to more information, can be found online at www.bareedmista3jil.com. 
