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“Queer Ethiopia” is an alternative space created by a group of queer 
Ethiopian women. It is designed to be a space for a diverse group 

of Ethiopian queer women whose sexual and gender identifications 
vary. It includes cis, trans and nonbinary individuals who may be 
lesbian, bisexual or asexual. This is a space where the experiences 
of queer people takes center stage. We hope to include personal 

experiences from our daily lives as queer people, various stories, 
interviews, original artwork and poetry. We hope it will also serve as 
a place where Ethiopians in Ethiopia and Ethiopians in the diaspora 

come as themselves to explore and create an online community. 



“We are just like any other Habesha couple,” Fitsum reiterates while 
discussing her relationship with her partner of eight years, with whom she 
lives. It is a simple yet profound statement. It is a testament to our ability to 
transcend the difficulties and challenges that are a constant part of our lives as 
queer people in Ethiopia. Fitsum’s loving and lasting long-term relationship is 
just one example of the fact that our lives are filled with insurmountable love.

 Welcome to the fourth issue of Nisnis where we cover romantic 
relationships within the LBTQ community. LBTQ Ethiopians across such 
spectrums of gender expressions, ethnicity, class, religion, and the rural/urban 
divide examine relationships from various angles. 

Some are in committed monogamous relationships like Sara and 
Mahder, who initially met through Tinder for a hookup but nine months later 
are planning on how to build a life together. The way we find our way to each 
other might differ but our need for love is one aspect of being human and it 
reflects the stories of so many in our community.

Our stories are as varied and as complex as our community. In part, 
what complicates our stories is the fact that not all of them are conventional. 
One of our contributors is a bisexual woman who discusses her relationship 
with her husband and the room that she has created for exploration. She writes 
“Gender plays a major role in the way that we are relating to each other right 
now ...”. What can non-monogamous relationships look like and what are 
some of the necessary negotiations? 

A previously married Muslim woman who divorced her husband when 
she realized that she was a lesbian is still not able to express her sexuality or 
be in a romantic relationship with women. She writes, “I still have not had 
a romantic relationship or sex with a woman due to society and religion”. 
The hold that society has on us is reflected by her decision to not act on her 
articulated desire. This too provides yet another angle by which to examine the 
role that internalized homophobia plays in the lives of queer people.

Another contributor asks, “How do I fit into a dating world that 
feels like it expects all queer folks, especially those of us who are masculine-
presenting, to have an *adequate* amount of sexual experience?” What 
are our expectations from our relationships, and how do assumptions and 
biases within our communities affect our relationships – be it quick hook-
ups or a desire for something longer-lasting? What do our first loves, our 
first relationships, and our first breakups look like? What does it mean to 
purposefully commit to not dating? Do we feel supported in our relationships 
from within the queer community and what are the challenges of finding and 
being in a solid relationship, in whatever way one defines it? 

These are some of the issues we explore in this issue of Nisnis. We have 
raised issues that we as a community collectively need to reflect on. Those who 
have taken part in this issue of Nisnis have generously given their time to fuel 
discussions about these issues and help us navigate the landscape of queer 
dating and relationships.

We ask more questions than provide answers and believe these are the 
steppingstones to learning to reflect on ourselves, in all our complexities.  

As always, thank you to everyone involved in the production of this 
magazine. Thank you to those who shared their stories and artwork and to all 
those who are reading us.

from the editors
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Nisnis: How did you 
meet?

My friends brought 
her to my house for a party, 
but we didn’t really talk to 
each other that much. We 
accidentally met again a few 
days later at a club and that is 
when we exchanged numbers.

 
Nisnis: Did you both 

feel attracted to each other 
when you first met?

She remembers the 
first day we met in a negative 
light. She had said “I think I 
know you from somewhere” 
and I didn’t respond because 
I did not know her. Leila was 
not happy since she felt I had 
ignored her. We then met at a 
club soon after and we kept 
looking at each other from a 
distance the whole night and 
I finally called her and said: 
“I feel like kissing you”. She 
was shocked and left without 
saying anything. Then she 
asked me for my number, and 

I told her to check the number 
from which someone had 
sent her a “Happy Birthday” 
message. A mutual friend 
had used my phone to wish 
Leila a happy birthday as her 
birthday was the day before. 
She called me and we went 
from there.

 
Nisnis: How did it 

progress?
We come from very 

different cultural backgrounds, 
and we sometimes have 
misunderstandings. Things 
became difficult as we started 
spending time together. Her 
family situation did not allow 
her to leave the house as 
much as she wanted. I would 
go to her neighborhood to 
spend time with her, and her 
family would call her after five 
minutes telling her to come 
back to her house. She would 
then call me just as I got closer 
to my house to ask me to come 
back as the coast was clear and 

“... we kept 
looking at 
each other 
from a 
distance the 
whole night 
and I finally 
called her and 
said: “I feel 
like kissing 
you”.
Fitsum

Fitsum and Leila are a couple who 
have been together for eight years 
and live together in Addis Ababa. 
Fitsum sat down with Nisnis to discuss 
her relationship journey - equally 
dealing with the sweet, rewarding, and 
challenging aspects of their relationship. 
Here are the excerpts of the interview 
which have been edited for space and 
clarity:
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we could hang out a bit more. 
I would drive back to her 
house even though I lived very 
far away from her.

There were times 
when she would wear a 
shittie (pajamas) to meet me. 
It provided the guise that she 
was not going very far from 
the neighborhood. We would 
then buy clothes for her to 
wear as we made our way to 
the city. The situation often 
tested our patience.

 We slowly started to 
get to know each other under 
these circumstances. Leila 
was under a lot of pressure 
from her family and so she 
finally introduced me to her 
mother telling her “This is the 
person I am spending time 
with”. Her mother’s biggest 
worry was that her daughter 
would hang out with someone 
of the opposite sex so I was 
considered safe. My being 
a woman made it easier for 
Leila to introduce me to her 
mother. There were also a 
lot of challenges in terms 
of my straight friends who 
mostly didn’t know about 
my sexuality. I was worried 
about how to introduce her 
to the group, how to put her 
at ease and how to stop them 
from hitting on her. She was 
scared and we had yet to 
figure out how to negotiate 
these situations. To tell you the 
truth, it was very challenging.

 
Nisnis: Were there 

LGBTQ+ people around you 
when you first met?

There were none on 
that day. The day that she first 
came to my house, one of my 
best friends was there and he 
knows about me. There was 
another woman there who 

invited Leila to the house, but 
I can’t say much about her 
since I don’t know for sure. I 
convinced Leila that my friend 
did not know anything about 
me since I knew she would 
be scared if she thought he 
already knew.

She used to be very 
scared of going to places 
where other queer people 
gathered. My friend is very 
supportive, and he used to 
cover for me, so I initially 
told her he did not know 
anything about my sexuality. 
If I had told her that he knew, 

“She may 
worry about 
how to 
negotiate 
with the 
environment 
around her, 
but she 
knows exactly 
who she is 
and what she 
wants.
Fitsum

she would not have felt 
comfortable hanging out while 
he was around. I told her the 
truth after some time and 
she used to tease me saying 
“So you lied to me?!” but she 
understood I was doing it for 
a good reason so she was able 
to laugh about it. The two of 
them have now become much 
closer to each other, he is even 
closer to her than he is to me.

 
Nisnis: What effect did 

your inability to disclose that 
you were dating have on your 
interaction with your friends?

I have a lot of friends 
but only two of them know 
about me. It is common for 
people to invite others to join 
the group. For example, I have 
a friend that I really love, and 
he was interested in Leila 
and felt he had a chance since 
they have the same religion. 
I am usually open and speak 
bluntly so it was hard for 
me to not be able to express 
myself in that situation.

 
Nisnis:  How long did 

the situation remain like this 
and did meeting her mother 
make things easier?

It was like that for 
about four or three months. It 
became easier after that as we 
started working together. We 
also knew each other better 
by then so we would tell her 
parents we were busy with 
work or that we were traveling 
to the regions for work, and 
we would then spend the 
night together.

 
Nisnis: Were you 

concerned about the impact 
of her lack of freedom when 
you started thinking about 
your future?
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It didn’t worry me. 
One, I really liked her. Leila 
was not the first person I dated 
but I was the first person 
she dated. There were some 
arranged meetings with men 
that her family had set up 
and she met one of the guys 
they arranged for her a couple 
of times but other than that 
I am the first person - male 
or female - that she has ever 
dated.

 
Nisnis: What were 

her thoughts in regard to 
continuing the relationship 

given how stressful the 
situation was?

I think she knew 
about herself, and she also 
knew about her situation. It 
really did not seem consistent 
with anything else [that 
she valued]. She is usually 
very clear-focused in how 
she approaches situations. 
She may worry about 
how to negotiate with the 
environment around her, but 
she knows exactly who she 
is and what she wants. So, I 
don’t think it worried her too 
much.

 Nisnis: How did you 
start living together?

When we were dating, 
I would drive her home and 
just when we got to her house, 
we would say “‘Let’s go out 
for tea and we will come 
back” and then we would 
end up spending the night at 
my house. To be honest our 
moving in together just sort of 
gradually happened. I don’t 
think it was something that 
we really planned; we simply 
could not be apart. Then 
her family slowly started to 
accept it more although she 
still has problems even now. 
For example, just two or three 
days ago her sister called 
and said, “We have found a 
husband for you”. It’s hard 
to understand what her mom 
is thinking, especially when 
her mother tells the rest of the 
family to leave Leila alone by 
saying, “No, let her be. She has 
a boyfriend abroad.”

 I am very close with 
her family. They come to 
stay at our home with us and 
when I think about it, I think 
they already know but they 
have not dared to ask, and we 
are waiting for them to ask.  
Sometimes you see things that 
make you think that maybe 
they don’t know. Both of our 
families know each other well 
and our families have sort of 
become joined. For example, 
when my sister got married, 
her family was at the wedding.

 
Nisnis: How is living 

together?
It has its challenges but 

there are really nice things too. 
I don’t know how to put it. I’m 
happy although sometimes 
things happen when you live 
together. We laugh a lot at 
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home. The challenge, I think, 
is not from the things that 
happen between the two of 
us but from something that 
comes from outside.

For example, we have 
two bedrooms. When her or 
my family comes, we refer 
to the two bedrooms as hers 
and mine. Sometimes we lack 
privacy and because they 
don’t know the situation our 
families just stay with us. 
They will move the mattress 
into a bedroom we are 
sharing saying they don’t feel 
comfortable, and they will stay 
for a week or more. These are 
the types of challenges we deal 
with, but we really don’t have 
any major issues that arise 
between us. We have issues 
like everyone else and we talk 
about them openly. We are just 
like any other Habesha couple. 

 
Nisnis: What are some 

of the good things about 
being in a relationship?

I can only speak from 
my perspective. It is nice 
because you are certain that 
there is someone beside you. 
Not only are you not alone 
but there is someone who 
really loves you and whom 
you don’t want to lose. When 
I was single, I used to be able 
to come and go as I pleased, 
and no one would bother 
to check on me. But there is 
something nice about living 
your life knowing there is 
someone who worries about 
you, loves you, and thinks 
about you. I have experienced 
both being single and being 
in a relationship. So, I enjoy 
questions like “Where are 
you?” and “Did you eat or 
drink?”. We both do these 
things. I like knowing that 

I am valuable in someone’s 
life and that I add value to 
someone whom I love. It is 
really nice.  

 
Nisnis: What is your 

day-to-day life in regard to 
work?

I am involved in 
different types of work. We 
work together in one of those 
endeavors, but she handles 
the majority of the work. She 
also manages our home. She 
manages our work and our 
home really well and I don’t 

have much to contribute to the 
running of the household. 

 
Nisnis: Are there 

issues that arise as a result of 
working together?

When you are in 
business and you are working 
with employees, you can 
make whatever decisions you 
want. But when you work 
with someone, you cannot 
make these decisions even 
when you know they are the 
right decisions. She may ask 
me why I treated a customer a 
certain way or why I interfered 
in a deal she was making 
or why I offered a certain 
amount. We may strongly 
disagree, but we don’t let it 
interfere and we don’t bring 
it into our personal life. This 
is what we have learned and 
what I have realized over time. 

We don’t bring our 
frustration or anger to our 
relationship even if we 
disagree about work or 
something else. I may need 
some time to cool off when I 
am angry and she may need 
the same amount of time but 
when we calm down, we come 
back to our senses, and we 
come back to each other.

 
Nisnis: In your 

relationship, what are some 
of the challenges that you 
face from society? 

Everything. I think 
what helps is the fact that 
even if she were straight, her 
culture and religion would not 
allow her to openly express 
her feelings. When we are 
out with friends, we may sit 
far from each other, but we 
communicate with our eyes. 
She may sit next to me as well 
and it does not bother me. I 

“... there is 
something 
nice about 
living your 
life knowing 
there is 
someone 
who worries 
about you, 
loves you, and 
thinks about 
you.
Fitsum
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think if it was possible, we 
would like to be open about 
some things.

I would love to make 
it clear to everyone that she 
is mine and she would also 
want to make it clear that I 
am hers. In fact, we wanted 
this experience so much that 
we celebrated our third- or 
fourth- year anniversary 
in Bangkok. We requested 
songs announcing it was for 
someone that we loved, and 
it was obvious that we were 
celebrating as a couple.

Hiding our relationship 
is hard and it has an impact on 
our lives at home. When her 
or my family come, we are like 
friends and not lovers.

 
Nisnis: How do you 

deal with the pressure from 
society? 

We have a lot of time 
to be free to be ourselves 
since we live together and 
since our housemate is also 
queer. We like being around 
queer people since it gives 
us freedom, I am not that 
invested in that, but she really 
likes it when we have queer 
people at the house. She wants 
queer people around our 
home, and she likes it when 
we have parties at the house 
with queer people since it 
allows us freedom. She loves 
people who are like us. When 
we used to go to bars that 
had queer people it offered 
us more freedom. You can 
express yourself freely even if 
you are single. It is nice to go 
to such places and she likes 
it as well. She wants to go to 
places that have people like us.  
Even when we are in spaces 
with people like us, we still 
behave in regard to how we 

act. I am OK either way. I don’t 
care who is around.

 Being able to balance 
the two is great. If you only 
focus on the external, you will 
be hurt when that validation 
is not there. You need to have 
inner strength. I don’t even 
worry about things like what I 
am wearing. I don’t care about 
the comments I hear. I don’t 
tone down my presentation, 
in fact, she sometimes worries 
about me. 

 
Nisnis: How many 

people know that the two of 
you are in a relationship?

She is not out to 
anyone as a single person. 
Right now, I don’t know 
of anyone she is out to but 
as a couple because of me 
and our friends, there are 
people who know. We have 
about 50 people in the queer 
community who know about 
us, and we do meet with them.

 
Nisnis: Is being in 

places where you are out as a 
couple important to you?

We enjoy going to such 
places. But even if they do not 
define us as a couple, if she is 
with me, I do not care. I can’t 
do many things without her 
to be honest. I don’t really feel 
comfortable going out without 
her or even being at home 
if she is not there. I need to 
know where she is and what 
she is doing, and if she is with 
me, I will not worry about 
much else.

 
Nisnis: How would 

you describe what you have 
learned in eight years? What 
is the key to staying in a long 
relationship?

It is about finding who 

“We like being 
around queer 
people since 
it gives us 
freedom, I 
am not that 
invested in 
that, but she 
really likes it 
when we have 
queer people 
at the house. 
Fitsum
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I slowly realized that what I used 
to be like was not right and I 
started to change. ... I love her 
and I listen to her, and she listens 
to me.

“
Fitsum

you are in the relationship. It’s 
about being yourself. Don’t 
talk about things that are not 
real because since you are in 
a relationship the things that 
are not real will eventually 
come out so just be yourself. 
Whether it is a good or a bad 
character just be yourself and 
then you can work together 
on changing the things that 
are not good. I used to be a 
very different person. You 
could not get a hold of me; I 
took up a lot of space and I 
was set in my ways. I don’t 
think these things worked in a 
relationship. We are both good 
people who should be given 
an equal amount of space. We 
can never look down on one 
another. In the way that this 
world measures people, we 
cannot try to make each other 
smaller. I deserve respect and 
so does she. I slowly realized 
that what I used to be like 
was not right and I started to 
change. She is very smart as 
well and knows how to handle 
me. I love her and I listen to 
her, and she listens to me.  You 
must work on yourself if you 
want to be in a relationship. 
Other than that, I would say 
just be yourself. 

 
Nisnis: How do you 

resolve conflicts in your 
relationship?

We don’t allow anyone 
to meddle in our relationship. 
Disagreements arise and we 
may not even always resolve 
them. We may go our separate 
ways and have enough time 
to cool off and then we can 
sit down with each other to 
resolve them. Some of the 
issues just sort of remain there 
without being resolved and it 
does not always mean that it 
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must be resolved. Sometimes 
we would agree to let the 
issues go. And some issues 
will always be a point of 
contention. This is also not a 
problem. I don’t like holding 
things in and she knows this 
so she will say “let it out of 
your system”, I think we have 
been friends for a long time 
now and we know each other 
well. Our friend always gets 
surprised by the fact that the 
two of us can have an entire 
conversation without talking 
to each other and we will each 
make the same decision. So, 
sometimes we will just laugh 
about it and tease each other.

 Relationships are 
beautiful for those who want 
to be in one and there are 
ways that you have to learn 
to be if you want to be in a 
relationship. 

 
Nisnis: What were 

your past relationships like?
I have been in 

relationships before, and it 
was not easy. I am constantly 
amazed, and I often ask 
myself, “Am I the one who has 
changed over time, and should 
I apologize to the women I 
dated in the past?” I was a 
very difficult person. I would 
not listen to reason at all, and 
I didn’t even want to be asked 
where I was. If someone asked 
me what time I would come, I 
used to say, “You will see me 
when I come”. Now if she asks 
me what time I will be home, 
I say “What time should I 
come?”

She is my joy, and to be 
honest, I feel sad if she is sad. 
If I wake up in the morning 
and if she seems upset, I 
spend all my energy trying 
to cheer her up. I try to make 

her laugh. I was not this kind 
of person. In the past, even 
if something was my fault 
and the woman, I was dating 
said something, I would get 
very upset. But now I just pay 
attention to her emotional 
state: Is she OK? I try to reflect 
on our interaction to check if 
something I said might have 
made her upset. I was telling 
her yesterday that she is my 
happiness. I don’t want to see 
her sad. I will go to whatever 
lengths needed to make sure 
she is not sad. She has paid 
a huge price; it is not easy to 
do something that you know 
will upset your mother. She 
left everything for me. She did 
not listen to her family, and 
she put me first. And I don’t 
want to see her sad, especially 
because of me. I just want her 
to be very happy. I’m serious, 
making her happy is my 
dream.

 
Nisnis: Do you both 

express this openly?
Yes, we do. Sometimes, 

I can be a bit abrasive. We talk 
and I tell her what I just told 
you. She may not be as open 
as me, but she also expresses 
it. 

 She worries if I have 
eaten or not; she will turn the 
house upside down to make 
sure I do, you could say she 
is like my mother. We have a 
friend who always says, “She 
doesn’t care who is around. 
Her primary concerns are your 
well-being, whether you have 
eaten, and your comfort!” She 
doesn’t care. I told you how 
having our families here can 
be stressful but if she feels 
like I am sad or that I want 
something but am unable 
to get it, she will disregard 

“If someone 
asked me 
what time I 
would come, 
I used to say, 
‘You will see 
me when I 
come’. Now 
if she asks me 
what time I 
will be home, 
I say ‘What 
time should I 
come?’

Fitsum
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everyone and everything 
else and make sure I am OK. 
Sometimes it surprises me. She 
is ready to take any risk and 
so am I. Whatever it takes, she 
is my biggest priority. We got 
to this point after experiencing 
and passing through so many 
challenges and happy times. 
You get to this good place after 
you have been through a lot 
together. 

 Our biggest challenge 
now is having a child. This 
is the challenge that we are 
currently discussing. How do 
we have a child? She wants a 
child and I do too, but I look 
at the way things are and 
wonder if maybe we are better 
off without one. Regardless 
of what happens, I think we 
will do anything to have a 
child. I think this will define 
our happiness, especially since 
she wants to have a baby so 
much. She worries that she 
may miss this opportunity 
and, although I may not share 
it openly with her, this makes 
me really sad. When I see her 
friends get married and have 
children, I say nothing to her, 
but I am ready to accept any 
ideas that she may come up 
with to have a child. When I 
see her playing with her nieces 
and nephews, it bothers me 
because it is not something 
that I can give her. Other than 
this issue, we are in a good 
place in our relationship. 
Sometimes I wonder if we 
should sell what we own here 
and leave. And then I think 
about how and when we will 
do this and wonder what we 
would do if it does not work 
out. We have thought about 
adopting but we both want 
to participate. We cannot do 
that in this country. These 

are questions that don’t seem 
to have answers. We have 
thought about everything 
and just cannot answer this 
question. What are we gonna 
tell our family? It is not going 
to work. 

 Her family would 
find it difficult if she had a 
child before marriage. Maybe 
if we do it outside Ethiopia, 
they will hear the news in a 

way that will not hurt them. 
Sometimes because we know 
that nobody will act as a 
mediator if we were to fight, 
we are ready to reconcile.  We 
both don’t want to spend 
the night at home being sad 
and miserable and we know 
no one will come to help us 
reconcile so we find ways 
to make peace and live in 
harmony.

 Honestly, our living 
together is not a big deal for 
her or my family. Her family 
used to wonder, and they used 
to ask her, but now when they 
ask her to come to their home 
and she says, I can’t come 
because Fitsum is not home 
they tell her “Come when she 
comes back”. I pick up her 
sisters if she is not around 
or she can’t pick them up for 
some reason. When her sister 
comes to our home and I am 
not around, she gets bored. 
My sister is bored at our house 
if Leila is not around. So that’s 
how we live. When my brother 
comes home, he asks Leila for 
what he wants, not me. Her 
family is the same way. They 
address us as a unit.  My mom 
calls and she does not ask me 
“Do you have Shiro? Do you 
have Berbere?” she asks “Do 
you two have Shiro? Do you 
two have Bereber?” And if I 
tell her, “Mama, I don’t know” 
my mother will say, “Just ask 
Leila”.  Her mom will call her 
and ask “Has Fitsum eaten 
lunch? Should I send her 
food?” 

 We honestly have no 
issue other than having kids 
if you ask me. Her sisters 
sometimes call and say “We 
have found you a husband” 
and we laugh at it. We are very 
happy.

“[Our families] 
address us 
as a unit. My 
mom calls 
and she does 
not ask me 
“Do you 
have Shiro? 
Do you have 
Berbere?” 
she asks “Do 
you two have 
Shiro? Do 
you two have 
Bereber?” 
Fitsum
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“Things between us felt really 
nice. The more we got to know 
each other, the more it became 
about love, but this was initially 
not part of the plan.”

- Mahder

St�eng�hening our love
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“Things between us felt really 
nice. The more we got to know 
each other, the more it became 
about love, but this was initially 
not part of the plan.”

- Mahder

St�eng�hening our love
In what is perhaps an indication of the height of domesticity, 

when Nisnis calls to conduct an interview on Sunday 
afternoon with Mahder and Sara, Sara apologizes for the 

delay in starting the interview and by way of explanation says, 
“Sorry, Mahder is doing laundry”. 

As a couple who have been together for the past nine 
months, the two have grown into a settled relationship that has 
involved challenges and shown them the value of working on 
their relationship. 
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Blaine Kebede with their father.

stronger as a result of a few 
conscious decisions that they 
have made early in their 
relationship, Sara said. They 
try to spend as much time 
together as they can, they have 
reserved the weekend as their 
couple time, they respect each 
other’s space and each other’s 
work.

“It does not feel like 
just nine months, our strong 
connection makes it feel like 
we have been together for nine 
years,” Sara said. “There are 
a lot of things that come as a 
result of love”.

Given the homophobia 
in Ethiopia, navigating 
queer relationships can be 
challenging. Sara and Mahder 
have discussed moving in 
together but this discussion 
has proved difficult given 
Mahder’s relationship with 
her mother. While Mahder 
and Sara spend the majority 
of their nights together in 
each other’s home, moving 
in together has been made 
harder in part by Mahder’s 
consideration of her mother’s 
reactions. Mahder comes 
from a close and conservative 
family and as such her mother 
is invested in Mahder meeting 
Ethiopian societal expectations 
of what a woman must do as 
she reaches her mid-twenties. 
Her mother constantly asks 
when she plans to get married 
and have kids. 

“This is really the only 
issue we argue about. I have 
asked Sara to give me time so 
that I can slowly work on my 
parents to get them used to the 
idea of my being with Sara,” 
Mahder said. “I cannot tell my 
mother to not be an active part 
of my life. I need to give my 
mother time [to process]”.

“I waited until 
she was done 
with work 
and directly 
went to her 
house. I have 
not left since 
then! It was 
romantic. 

Sara

were meeting frequently, 
having discussions, and 
getting to know each other at a 
deeper level.  

“I don’t know but I 
didn’t think we would last this 
long,” Mahder said. “Things 
between us felt really nice. 
The more we got to know 
each other, the more it became 
about love, but this was 
initially not part of the plan”.

Despite the queer 
community being small, the 
two had never crossed paths 
prior to meeting on Tinder. 
Sara is more active within 
the queer community and 
Mahder, who has had very 
limited interactions with the 
community, has since met 
many of Sara’s friends in the 
LGBTQ+ community. 

Sara fondly remembers 
that Mahder was “sweet” and 
that the good conversations 
that they shared made her 
yearn for more interactions. 
Their connection has become 

While the assumption 
is that relationships are 
naturally and “theoretically” 
easy, they require constant 
communication to ensure that 
the values and expectations of 
the couple are aligned, Mahder 
said. The work that they do in 
their relationship helps them 
focus on what they deem 
important. The fact that they 
both want the relationship to 
work and actively invest their 
time and energy has kept them 
going, she said.

Sara and Mahder met 
online. They had both signed 
up on Tinder and were looking 
for a hookup. It was an instant 
match, but Mahder was not 
a frequent user of the app 
and thus did not see that she 
had matched with Sara. They 
started a conversation right 
after Mahder reached out, they 
exchanged Telegram accounts 
and proceeded to meet in 
person after two days.

Sara recalls that 
Mahder was initially nervous 
about meeting up after 
matching on Tinder.

“I was the one who 
was pushing. She was scared. 
I waited until she was done 
with work and directly went 
to her house,” Sara said. “I 
have not left since then! It was 
romantic. I took the pizza; 
she bought the wine and we 
continued our journey from 
there”.

Initially, each met the 
other with the understanding 
that this would simply be 
a hookup and so they were 
pleasantly surprised when it 
progressed into something 
more committed and 
exclusive. It was a gradual 
process that was made 
possible by the fact that they 
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Mahder’s mother 
considers Sara Madher’s best 
friend and that is the role that 
she plays despite wanting to 
be seen as her life partner. 

Sara’s family dynamics 
are very different from 
Madher’s which sometimes 
makes it difficult for Sara.  She 
has lived on her own since 
she was young and is not very 
close with her family of origin. 
While Sara assumes that her 
sister might know about her 
lesbianism, she is not worried 
about her family finding out.

 “[My family] would 
be sad if they knew about me 
and I wouldn’t want them to 
be sad but other than that, I 
stand to lose nothing even if 
they were to know,” Sara said. 
“They would actually not be 
a consideration or an issue 
in any decision that I want to 
make”.

On the contrary, the 
support that they receive in 
the queer community and 
the sense of being seen as a 
couple, instead of best friends, 
is a positive that helps bring 
them together. Being able to 
say, “she is mine” and holding 
hands or showing affection in 
places that are safe such as at 
gatherings for LGBTQ+ people 
gives both of them joy and a 
sense of comfort, Sara said. 

“I am mostly very 
happy,” Sara said laughing. 
“The only time I remember 
being sad is when she cut her 
hair. I really liked her hair and 
she cut it because managing it 
became a problem for her in 
regards to her work”.

Mahder further notes 
that they have avoided major 
relationship problems because 
they are able to discuss them 
at length. Mahder points out 

that, relationships are hard 
to maintain within the queer 
community because people 
don’t invest enough energy to 
communicate with each other. 

Mahder has only had 
one serious relationship before 
Sara and says her unhealthy 
understanding of relationships 
and lack of support were the 
reason that those relationships 
did not work out. She credits 
Sara with “showing her what 
love is” and wishes she had 
the support of the larger 
society as it is essential to 
sustaining relationships. No 
one in her family or friends 
knows that she is a lesbian and 
that she is in a relationship 
with Sara which makes it very 
hard to find someone to talk 
to about her problems and 
challenges.

“This is one of the 
reasons relationships don’t 
last,” Mahder said. “There is 
no one to mediate between 
us if we are having problems 
and there is a lot of pressure 
from society.  So, we need 

to be strong to sustain our 
relationship”.

Sara said she has often 
felt that most lesbians in the 
community don’t respect 
and support each other’s 
relationships. This lack of 
support contributes to those 
in the community not having 
a network of people they 
can rely on to sustain their 
romantic relationships. One 
of her previous relationships 
broke down because they 
were not able to articulate 
what each needed and 
because they could not talk 
honestly about what each 
needed. Another reason 
is also the lack of support 
from within the community. 
Heterosexual couples can rely 
on the traditions of mediation 
by “elders” to help them 
find their way back to the 
relationship and each other.

“In my experience, 
I have noticed that a lot of 
my lesbian friends have 
not been supportive of my 
relationships,” Sara said. “We 



18 Nisnis | May 2022

need to consider if this type 
of thinking can be challenged 
and changed. We have a lot 
that we still need to do and 
the fact that there are so many 
couples who break up in our 
community makes me really 
sad”. 

There are fundamental 
things that can be done to 
ensure that relationships in 
the community have a better 
chance of lasting if that is 
what the couples want. Sara 
identifies certain elements 
as being critical for the 
longevity of relationships. 
One of those elements is 
couples remaining strong to 
work on their problems. The 
other is ensuring that they 
create economic stability for 
themselves as that will give 
them independence and the 
freedom to be able to lead 
their own lives without relying 
on anyone. Sexism also plays 

a role and women must work 
hard to empower themselves.

At the community 
level, Mahder insisted that we 
need to find better ways of 
supporting each other. While 
people in the community raise 
funds to support each other, 
they only come together as 
a community for socializing. 
These events and gatherings 
are essential for creating a 
sense of community, but 
Mahder insists they should 
also be used to discuss various 
issues that are important to the 
LGBTQ+ community.

“There are parties. You 
get together to drink and to 
dance and then you go your 
separate ways,” Mahder said. 
“Sara took me to an event like 
that. There were people sitting 
in groups. Those who knew 
each other just stayed in their 
groups. We ate, we danced, 
we drank and then we said 
goodbye to each other. I wish 
there was something more to it 
like maybe a discussion [about 
something substantial to the 
community]”.

Sara agrees that there 
need to be open discussions 
within the community and 
that meaningful friendships 
should be built as a way 
of supporting those in the 
community. 

“Discussions can really 
change people. It can help us 
to support each other. You see 
straight people supporting 
each other through “mahbers”. 
We don’t do this as a 
community because a lot of us 
are ‘bottle friends’,” she said. 
“I have been out for over 10 
years, and I have seen so many 
friends leave this life and get 
married or give up hope on 
life. We need to change this.”

“You see 
straight 
people 
supporting 
each other 
through 
‘mahbers’. 
We don’t 
do this as a 
community.

Sara
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Approaching dating as 
a queer person who accepted 
themselves in their early 20s 
feels complicated. Recovering 
from religious indoctrination 
and self-censorship play their 
role in my choice to put dating 
on the back burner. But, if I’m 
being completely honest with 
myself, having an anxious-
avoidant attachment style 
coupled with the mainstream 
expectations of queer sex and/
or dating play a bigger role. 

I want loving and 
respectful partnerships that 
create space for growth both 
individually and as a unit. I 
crave that level of intimacy 
on a romantic plane, but I’m 
scared of being abandoned 
or hurt. And I do feel like I’m 
missing out. There’s nothing 
specifically queer about this 
experience, except maybe the 
type of abandonment most 
Black/African queer folks 
may experience through their 
families of origin and what 
that does to their trust in other 
people.

I’ve read that one of 
the ways to work through the 
anxious-avoidant attachment 
style is to form strong 
relationships with those who 
have a secure attachment style. 
So to that end, I think often 
about venturing out into the 
dating world, and sometimes 
even manage to swipe on the 

apps. 
The pressures around 

queer dating aesthetics and 
what a queer sex life can look 
like also make me hesitant 
to date. I’m not sure if I’m 
on the asexual spectrum but 
sometimes I feel weird about 
not being able to participate in 
(ethical) hook-up culture.

I understand the need 
to speak openly about queer 
sex for all the reasons that 
history can demonstrate and 
I’m in full support of it. But 
the almost exclusive emphasis 
on destigmatizing/honoring 

queer sex makes me feel like I 
won’t be queer enough until I 
have a sexual experience with 
another queer person. How do 
I fit into a dating world that 
feels like it expects all queer 
folks, especially those of us 
who are masculine presenting, 
to have an *adequate* amount 
of sexual experience? The 
expectation to occupy these 
cis-het sexual roles with 
anyone I find attractive makes 
me feel anxious about going 
on dates. I’ve been on dates 
where I felt no attraction to 
people who would be seen 
as “attractive” in the queer 
aesthetic hierarchy and have 
felt like there was something 
wrong with me. Experiences 
like these make it difficult to 
fully participate in dating and 
building romantic/sexual 
relationships. 

One of the reasons 
I’m grateful for my queerness 
is that it has opened my 
world up in a way that feels 
liberating. But the queer 
world isn’t immune to the 
limiting labels and binaries 
that exist when discussing 
sex. I think we can have 
more discussions around 
the dating the experiences of 
queer people whose interest 
in and experience of sex does 
not match the mainstream 
depictions of dating as a queer 
person.

dating . as a queer person

“I want 
loving and 
respectful 
partnerships 
that create 
space for 
growth both 
individually 
and as a unit.
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a requiem

first love
 for my
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I find her in the 
middle of Joan Armatrading’s 
Love and Affection. The 
saxophone at around the 2:50 
mark reminds me of how she 
laughed at the fact that that 
was my favorite part of the 
song. She introduced me to 
Armatrading and I still cannot 
listen to her music without 
conjuring up dark winter 
days, her bright smile and 
sometimes loud laugh.

I find her in the middle 
of reading anything by Gloria 
Anzaldua, Audre Lorde, Pat 
Parker and so many other 
thinkers and writers of color. 
We had a routine that involved 
reading in bed every night 
and she would read aloud 
a sentence or a paragraph 
that resonated with her. I 
found some of these thinkers 
long before I met her but the 
reverence that she had for 
them meant that to this day I 
cannot hear their names and 
not think of her. She once read 
me an entire novel with me 
lying on her chest and I was 
captivated by her voice and 
her heartbeat underneath me 
as much as by the book itself.

I find her when I am 
out and about in the garden. 
I see her in every hibiscus 
and bougainvillea plant that I 
come across. Her eyes would 
brighten at the mere sight of 
them - purple bougainvillea 
being her favorite - and I 
took immense pleasure in 
discovering places that had 

these plants and taking her to 
them. Sharing them with her 
multiplied my joy because 
her simple appreciation and 
excitement was something that 
had the capacity to light up the 
world.

I find her in life. She 
was a solid ground. Someone 
in whose heart I could build 
a home and know that the 
foundation would sustain me 
for a lifetime. When I faltered, 
she was there to lend a steady 
hand. Gently reminding 
me that I was strong. That I 
would persevere and come 
back stronger. When I became 
frustrated or angry - mostly 
at the injustice around me - 
she understood my rage as a 
revolutionary act.

I find her in the 
everyday. She was a warm 
blanket. Someone who kept 
me grounded from across the 
room with a simple gaze. She 
said so much without saying 
anything. A simple touch, a 
simple look, a simple caress 
would undo me. She was 
unassuming. Ready to give. 
Ready to receive. Both done 
with the utmost grace.

I find her in the 
challenges that life throws 
at me. She never let me off 
the hook. She insisted that 
I always be on my best 
behavior - considerate, honest, 
respectful, attentive, and kind 
- and she extended the same. 
When I failed, she did not 
sugarcoat her words. She was 

“She has 
always 
served me 
well; even 
from a 
distance, she 
is a gentle 
presence 
who would 
tell me to 
fly even at 
the risk of 
breaking off 
my wings.

First love: She was home, my true north ...
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“She was 
a warm 
blanket. 
Someone 
who kept me 
grounded 
from across 
the room 
with a simple 
gaze.

firm. Forceful in her demand 
that I shape up and take full 
responsibility for my actions 
or inactions. But oddly, instead 
of leading to a falling apart, 
our arguments always led us 
back to each other. Stronger 
because we had aired our 
differences and engaged with 
them instead of letting them 
fester. Closer because we had 
both learned to argue with 
intention and never doubted 
our love or commitment to 
each other.

I find her in the emails 
that we now exchange. We 
have kept in touch after all 
these years - two kindred 
spirits who have learned that 
what they hold is bigger than 
just a romantic love. She is 
now a married woman with 
wonderful kids. Her kids have 
her heartwarming smile and - 
she assures me - her open and 
engaging personality. From all 
the stories I hear of her kids, 
her wife and her have done an 
incredible job of raising joyful, 
strong and resilient kids.  

I find her in any 
revisiting of my past. Distance 
broke us up. Perhaps, if I had 
known what I now know - 
mainly how hard creating this 
sort of connection is - I would 
have held onto her tighter.

I find her in a future 
that I have recently started 
to envision for myself. She 
was home, my true north 
even when I was not able 
to ascertain the trajectory of 
my life. And thus, she has 
been the yardstick by which I 
measure potential lovers and 
relationships. It was never a 
conscious decision. I just could 
not help wanting - as a basic 
requirement - what I had with 
her: A sense of being heard, 

seen, and understood.
As I stand at 

the precipice of another 
new beginning, one that 
simultaneously feels very 
similar and yet very different 
from what I had with her, I 
find myself yet again feeling 
closer to her. She has always 
served me well; even from 
a distance, she is a gentle 
presence who would tell me to 
fly even at the risk of breaking 
off my wings. So, I am 
choosing to fly into this new 
thing. To borrow the words 
of Armatrading, this time as 
the first time, I am choosing 
to do it with dedication, with 
affection and once more with a 
feeling.

She was my first love. 
And the love that convinced 
me to always refuse to settle 
for anything less than home.
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Uphill
battle

I am not out 
and it is hard 
to live in two 
worlds. I tried 
dating online 
but I just 
couldn’t do it. 
I make 
excuses and 
distance 
myself.

Navigating attractions
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My first relationship 
with a man was when I was 
in the seventh grade. It was 
after that puppy love ended 
and I started ninth grade, that 
I first experienced what I think 
was my first love. We liked 
each other intensely; this was 
the relationship where I truly 
listened to my feelings and to 
which I dedicated all my time. 
Many of my friends at school 
had sexual relationships 
with their partners but I was 
strongly against it. At that 
time, I was not religious, and 
I’m not sure why but I did 
not want to have sex. We 
were emotionally compatible, 
and we loved each other. 
Surafel and I stayed together 
from ninth grade until the 
first year of college. When I 
joined college, I became very 
religious. I was not raised in 
a religious household, but I 
became extremely religious. 
I began wearing hijab all the 
time; I did not shake hands 
with men. Surafel and I broke 
up for this reason. 

After breaking up with 
Surafel, I met my husband 
near the end of my first year. 
Semir is a follower of the 
Islam faith; he is educated 
and a hard worker. I was 18 
or 19 years old at that time. 
Sometimes, when dating 
within the Muslim faith, you 
can’t do anything - no sex, 
nothing. At that age it was 
easy, and I think I had a Nikha 
ceremony mainly because I 
wanted to sleep with Semir. 
After two years, I had a Nikha 
ceremony. We had sex for the 
first time, and I did not like 
it at all. I liked kissing but 
I never wanted to have sex 
again. I did not know why but 
I was very unhappy. I made 

up excuses to avoid seeing 
him. When I finished college, 
what was expected was that 
we would move in together, 
but I did not have any plans to 
do that. 

One time, when I 
was a second-year student, I 
saw a girl on campus. I had 
never seen a more beautiful 
woman in my life… I felt like 
I was struck by lightning. I 
remember that I ran back to 
my dorm and told my friends. 
They all laughed at me. I 
saw her again two or three 
months later, but it was from 
a distance. I was excited and I 
told my friends, and we all did 
not understand why I could 
not introduce myself to her.  

After a while, we met 
on a staircase - I was shocked. 

I said, “Hi.” She smiled back 
and said, “Hi.” I think she saw 
how shocked I was. Anyway, 
I ran past her - It was the most 
profound reaction. I didn’t 
know what to do, so I avoided 
her. It was a new emotion. 
There was no way I would 
relate it to my sexuality. I 
didn’t have the resources to 
call the situation an attraction. 

The next one is the 
relationship I had with Ferid, 
another beautiful woman I met 
on campus. She was friends 
with some of my friends and 
we slowly got to know each 
other. We got closer when we 
both got selected to travel to 
another region for training. 
A lot of men wanted her, and 
I was very protective. She 
was not interested in any of 
them, and I would interfere 
when they tried to talk to 
her. I would say, “She is not 
interested.” We got very close 
at the training session. We 
started spending a lot of time 
together. Whenever men tried 
hitting on her, she would say 
that I’m her boyfriend, but I 
did not realize what any of 
it meant. I remember Semir 
was not happy about our 
relationship. Ferid and I were 
together on campus from 
Monday to Friday and we also 
spent the weekend together.

Even after we 
graduated, Ferid’s and my 
offices were close to each other 
so we would hang out after 
work until the evening. Me 
and Semir stayed together 
for six years. Then I got the 
chance to go to the US, and to 
be honest, I was very happy 
about separating from him. 
We tried to continue the 
relationship long-distance. He 
would call all the time, and I 

“After two 
years, I had 
a Nikha 
ceremony. 
We had sex 
for the first 
time and I 
did not like 
it at all. I 
liked kissing 
but I never 
wanted to 
have sex 
again. 
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was very stressed about the 
situation. At that time, I did 
not know why but I wanted to 
break up with him. And after 
a year of living in the US and 
trying to make it work long-
distance, I don’t remember 
what happened but I finally 
told him that I wanted to 
break up. 

Since the day I arrived 
in the US, Ferid and I would 
speak every day. Three years 
later, Ferid also came to 
America with her family. Even 
though we were in different 
cities, we maintained our 
friendship in the same way.

To this day, I don’t 
know what our relationship 
means but it is a special 
relationship. I was so happy 
when she came to the US. I 
did not have any knowledge 
about sexuality. I had no clue 
that there were many different 
sexualities. My high school 
sweetheart came to the US 
at some point and the plan 
was to have sex with him. But 
when we met up, I did not 
want to sleep with him. He 
was incredulous. I still don’t 
know how he thought of it - 
maybe it’s the male ego yelling 
``How does she not want 
me?!” - but he asked me “Are 
you into girls?” I was shocked 
and I asked him, “Why would 
you say that to me?” He 
didn’t know where to take the 
conversation so he said, “No, I 
was just asking”.  I don’t know 
what he was thinking when 
he asked me that question. 
We actually have a good 
friendship now, and I must ask 
him. After that day, I began 
thinking a lot about what he 
said. I kept asking myself, 
“What is this?” I think I 
wanted to date and sleep with 

“It has been 
about 10 
years since I 
realized and 
accepted 
myself for 
who I am. 
But I still 
have not had 
a romantic 
relationship 
or sex with a 
woman due 
to society 
and religion.

men because I did not want to 
listen to what I felt. 

I began wondering 
why I would get emotionally 
involved with a man but I 
would not have any sexual 
desire for him. There was 
another similar situation. I met 
another man and I of course 
did not want to have sex with 
him. He was confused and 
asked, “Do you like women?” 
I could not believe it. I was 
shocked. I denied it and got 
through the moment. I tried 
very hard to deny my identity. 
It took me years to think 
about my identity again. I 
began thinking that maybe 
I am attracted to women or 
maybe I just don’t like sex. 
At that time, Ferid and I were 
going to be in the same city 
for a wedding. The city had 
a big queer population and I 
was scared that people would 
know about me. Still, I didn’t 
know anything about why 
I wanted to hide. After that, 
I began being protective of 
Ferid; I started feeling guilty 
whenever I thought of her. 
I did not want to lose our 
friendship. 

I only accepted myself 
after all those obstacles passed. 
It has been about 10 years 
since I realized and accepted 
myself for who I am. But I 
still have not had a romantic 
relationship or sex with a 
woman due to the respect I 
have for societal norms and 
my religion. Even if I have 
accepted myself, my religion 
has not given me the space 
to be myself. I’ve distanced 
myself from religious spaces, 
but I still find it difficult 
to form relationships with 
women. I am not out and it is 
hard to live in two worlds. I 

tried dating online but I just 
couldn’t do it. I make excuses 
and distance myself. During 
all these years, I did not 
have sex let alone romantic 
relationships because I fear 
that I don’t know what I’m 
doing and that I am not 
enough. I think about my 
family and community and 
get worried. I make my own 
money and live alone but 
the closeness I have with my 
family is keeping me away 
from pushing myself to 
understand my identity.
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Lesbian breakup 101:
learning to be friends
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I identify as a lesbian. 
As someone who lives in a 
homophobic country, I’ve 
attempted to “heal” myself 
by dating different men. 
Even though I realized I was 
dating men because of societal 
pressure in my adulthood, I 
couldn’t reconcile the thought 
of loving and living with a 
woman with my culture and 
faith.

My mid-twenties were 
a period in my life when I was 
close to the church and tried to 
hide my attraction to women. 
I intended to marry the man I 
was dating at the time. I made 
every effort to avoid thinking 
about women or asking myself 
any questions about it. When 
you’re living a lie, life will put 
you to the test!

Hermela and I met at 
work. We hit it off right away 
and spent time together on the 
first day. We’ve been texting 
each other every day since 
then. We always had so much 
to talk about because we had 
similar thoughts and opinions 
on a wide range of topics.

When I began wanting 
to spend more time with 
Hermela than with Biruk, 
when I wanted to talk to 
Hermela for extended periods 
of time rather than receive 
Biruk’s call, and when I began 
canceling my plans with Biruk 
to meet Hermela, I realized the 
feelings and attractions I had 
buried had begun to surface. 

My strong desire to see 
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“Even though 
I was madly 
in love with 
Hermela, 
I couldn’t 
imagine living 
with her or 
establishing 
a future with 
her, and one 
of the main 
reasons was 
a lack of self-
acceptance. 

her began to frighten me, but 
I couldn’t resist. It took some 
time to figure out what was 
going on in her head. I kissed 
her while we were talking 
at her place months after we 
met, and she didn’t respond. 
I couldn’t say anything since 
I was shocked. We didn’t 
discuss it, and I left to return 
home.

After that day, we 
gradually gained courage. I 
began texting her, telling her 
how much I missed her and 
how much I was thinking 
about her. Surprisingly, she 
would send similar texts. We 
affirmed our love over chat, 
even though we couldn’t talk 
about it in person. I had a 
guilty feeling in the back of 
my mind, but I couldn’t stop. I 
didn’t have the self-acceptance 
I needed to stop dating Biruk, 
and because of the love I felt 
for Hermela, I couldn’t stop 
seeing her.

Even though I knew 
what I had with Biruk was not 
true, I insisted on fulfilling the 
standards for our tradition. 
I can’t believe I stuck it 
out for three years in that 
relationship. My second year 
with Biruk was when I met 
Hermela. Our love got deeper 
and deeper as time passed. 
Every day, we’d call and meet 
up, and we’d sleep together. 
I’m not sure how I made it 
through with this double life.

 Even though I was 
madly in love with Hermela, 
I couldn’t imagine living 
with her or establishing a 
future with her, and one of 
the main reasons was a lack of 
self-acceptance.  The double 
life I was living made me 
anxious whenever the topic 
of marriage came up with 

Biruk instead of excitement. 
Hermela understood that 
Biruk was my boyfriend 
and made a lot of effort to 
understand me. But Biruk 
had no idea about my life and 
keeping my status a secret 
wasn’t easy.

And although I believe 
in being truthful, how can I 
tell the truth here?  Being with 
Hermela brought me so much 
joy, but it also brought me a lot 
of anxiety. Not just for me, but 
also for her.

Hermela and I 
dated for two years. Our 
relationship couldn’t change 
or progress throughout 
those two years since we 
couldn’t make any concrete 
decisions. In the meantime, 
Biruk and I had broken up. 
Surprisingly, my anxiousness 
was exacerbated by the fact 
that my relationship with 
Hermela was not based on 
self-acceptance. With the 
“independence” we finally 
had, I became more anxious 
than while Biruk was still 
there. The battle with myself 
was fierce. During this time, 
I told her that we should call 
it quits on our relationship. 
For both of us, it wasn’t easy. 
Above all, I wished to be one 
of her close friends. I love 
Hermela because of who she is 
as a person, how well we get 
along, and how much we care 
for each other.

It took some time. 
Being friends with someone 
you’ve dated takes time. It 
wasn’t simple to control our 
feelings, sexual desire and 
establish an understanding. 
Hermela and I have become 
close friends over the course 
of four years.

We talk openly and 

easily about our dating lives. 
We giggle about our youth as 
we reminisce about our time 
together. Hermela is now one 
of the few people in my life 
who I don’t want to lose. 
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I decided to stop dating over the 
summer of 2019. The idea originally started 
as a break from intimate relationships 
after a summer fling ended, I wanted to 
take some time to myself. So I did and I 
redirected my time into my friendships, my 
job, my health and I thought I was doing 
everything I needed to. Then the pandemic 
hit and all those ways I thought I was 
coping fell apart. I was left at home with 
only myself to answer to. I struggled with 
all the parts of myself I had never taken the 
time to get to know. So I started asking the 
hard questions and learned who I was in 
my queerness with no one watching. I let 
go of all the ways I showed up for others 
before myself in relationships. I stopped 
performing for others. I learned (am 
learning) how to show up for myself first.

I started with my gender, I stopped 
feminizing myself and accepted my fluidity 
instead. I cut my hair and focused on what 
made me feel comfortable. Lots more 
questions popped up then about how I 
wanted to show up as this self. I reevaluated 
how my communities influenced how I saw 
and felt love. I mourned the ways I made 
myself small to fit into their narrow ideas 
of my otherness. I let their edges of who I 
thought I was fall away.

Now, I have the vastness of my 
queerness left. I get to be in a relationship 
with myself and we have a lot to explore.

There were many things wrong 
with my first relationship. My girlfriend 
and I were both in the closet and hid our 
relationship from our parents.

The relationship also had toxic traits 
and our communication was very bad. We 
were both 19 when we met and dated for 
around a year with a few months of on-off 
dating in between.

But this relationship reassured me as 
a lesbian. I already knew before that I was 
into women because I had been in love with 
and mostly felt attracted to women before. 
But by being with a woman for the first 
time, I felt validated in my queerness. I had 
kissed boys before, but never really enjoyed 
that.

When I kissed my girlfriend, I 
suddenly felt excitement and pleasure that I 
didn’t experience before. It showed me that 
the feelings I had were valid and that I was 
able to feel love and joy in a relationship. 

“I get to be in a 
relationship with myself 
and we have a lot to 
explore”.

“When I kissed my girlfriend, 
I suddenly felt excitement 
and pleasure that I didn’t 
experience before”.
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I am a bisexual woman who is currently married to a 
man. We were not ready to get married at the time but there was 
a lot of pressure from both our families. The primary reason we 
got married was because of our child, as each of our families 
felt it was smarter to get married as it offered us the protection 
that only a legal marriage certificate can. It was more a safety 
measure for our child rather than what we felt the relationship 
needed.

... and exploring bisexuality  
    while married to a cisman
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“I am at a 
point where 
I want to 
explore my 
sexuality 
and different 
ways of being 
and doing 
relationships.

From an emotional 
perspective, we see each other 
as being a couple and not 
necessarily married with all 
that that word implies in the 
traditional sense. 

At the beginning 
of our relationship, my 
bisexuality was a focus, 
and we had several lengthy 
conversations with my now 
husband. I needed him to 
know and be OK with the 
fact that I just couldn’t get 
everything that I needed from 
him. It’s interesting because 
there’s a part of me that I can 
sort of explore, experiment, 
and play with - for lack of 
better words - but I am also 
in a relationship and so I 
want and need to honor that. 
My curiosity has increased 
as I have become older, my 
bi identity has solidified, 
and I have a stronger need 
and desire to experience and 
experiment. Doing this while 
in a relationship with a man 
can be challenging and it’s 
hard.

The fact that I can 
openly talk to him about 
my thoughts and that that’s 
something that he already 
knows about me makes it 
easier. I am grateful that he 
gives me space to explore 
because he’s aware that there 
is a side of me that I can’t 
just turn off. But even this 
openness from his side is at 
times problematic because as 
a cis male, a part of it is just 
the intrigue of two women 
together. For example, if 
I’m interested in being with 
a more femme woman, he 
would push to be included in 
the conversation and would 
insist that all three of us 
discuss together. Whereas if 

i am interested in more of a 
stud/butch woman, he would 
either keep his distance or ask 
if this is really what I want to 
do. I think he takes it as sort 
of a threat to his manhood if 
I were to sleep with another 
man or with a more masculine 
presenting woman.

And the fact that we 
have not actually had an 
explicit discussion about our 
relationship status when it 
comes to non-monogamy 
presents challenges. Although 
we have never explicitly 
agreed to be in a non-
monogamous relationship, in 
practice we have entertained 
and continue to entertain 
other people while we are 
still in a relationship with 
each other. Let’s just say that 
currently our non-monogamy 
is just more situational and 
more on a case-by-case basis.

Gender plays a major 
role in the way that we are 
currently relating to each 
other and in his comfort level 
with my bisexuality and other 

potential partners. The more 
femme the woman is, the 
more open he is to my taking 
it further. He has always dated 
cis heterosexual women. And 
I am at a point where I want 
to explore my sexuality and 
different ways of being and 
doing relationships. He has 
tried to be understanding 
and to give me the space 
that I need to explore but 
it’s a major challenge. It’s a 
challenge for him and it’s a 
challenge for me. We need 
to set better boundaries. I 
think it’d be easier if we were 
saying, “Okay, we’re not 
monogamous and you can go 
do your thing and I can do my 
thing” but this is not how we 
have it set-up. 

I really respect his level 
of openness and willingness 
to not take anything away 
from us as partners and his 
efforts to build on what we 
have. That’s something that I 
really love and respect about 
the relationship that I have 
created.

But how to explore 
bisexuality while being 
married to someone of the 
“opposite” sex, how to 
be in a non-monogamous 
relationship, how to 
negotiate gender and gender 
expressions in a way that 
he feels safe and in a way 
that does not feel limiting to 
me has been challenging. It 
gets tough when emotions 
get involved and sometimes 
emotions arise for various 
reasons.

Working through 
relationships like this is 
something that obviously 
none of us have a manual 
or written book for but I am 
committed to exploring!
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Where do you meet potential dates and
what kind of relationships do you want?

These are samples of responses from a questionnaire 
that was posted on a Facebook page ... 

Befkir Yehun (translation)

I have found that it is something that develops 
with time. 

Like most, I mostly used to meet people on 
social media: I would either ask someone or 
answer a request for meeting up after I establish 
a certain level of trust and create a comfortable 
environment. (This is still continuing to a certain 
extent) but now I have also moved to meeting 
with friends who have similar desires and to 
spending up to several days just hanging out 
instead of just the quick meet ups I used to do. 
It is now easier to express your interest in places 
like cafes, clubs, while using public transportation 
and in places that are focused on sports activities. 
I am one of those who is considered good at 
giving pleasure. I do everything that I can to 
make sure that the time that I spend with people 
is full of quality and is for an extended period 
of time. I don’t want the people I am seeing to 
become depressed.  

Abi Junior (translation)

I want someone who is a “full time” lover and is able to give me time, their 
full attention and care and to whom I can give the same



Befekir yehun (translation)

Name withheld upon request (translation)

Although I am not sure about the reason I 
have not yet met Ethiopians who are not in 
relationships,  I guess it is because they have 
given up hope, because it is illegal in the country 
and because everything is done in hiding. So they 
think they can do anything because no one will 
know about the relationship they have and so it 
is not a problem. In a sense, they will not think 
“What would people say?” and this is because 
they are not guided by their conscience and they 
don’t have respect for themselves. What I want is 
someone who has self respect and self confidence. 

Name withheld upon request (translation)

The relationship that I want to have is ...

- I want it to be long lasting
- She has to believe in communicating and has a 
lot of love
- Who would not be influenced by others (family, 
friends and others)
- Who understands we are not perfect and is 
satisfied with what we have
- Who really understands me and has a purpose 
in life
- Who can see things from multiple directions 
and is a doer and not just a talker. I want a 
relationship that is pure, considerate and is filled 
with love.

Mes Robel (translation)

From what I have heard and what I have 
also done ... you start by being friends on fb 
[Facebook] and it then moves to dm and then 
when you establish a certain trust level, you 
exchange numbers and meet in person ... and if 
it is not something that can continue, there is still 
the possibility that you might meet the rest of the 
people in that circle ... (for the how, where and in 
what way, in short it happens through Facebook 
and Facebook Messenger)   

NaNi FikR (translation)

Trustworthy, capable of loving, hardworking, 
easygoing ... is this too much[?]



Boney Ye Kele (translation)

A person that I can let into my love life:

It has to be a person whose view of life is healthy 
and who is clear-headed, grateful and who has 
made peace with themselves and is able to work 
towards mutual happiness.

[They] have fully freed themselves from religious, 
cultural and familial pressure and who have 
completely accepted themselves and are at peace 
with their sexuality.

Someone who understands gender issues well 
and is romantically and sexually attracted to me 
and has no issues with my gender identity (I am a 
non-binary cross dresser).

Someone who is sure of their feelings for me and 
my value in their life, someone who is not hurried 
and who will not hurry me but will also not take 
so much time as to put out the fire.

Someone who will not hesitate to forgive and 
who will take the time to listen and to understand 
people and situations instead of arriving at a 
conclusion based on what others say.

Someone who is able to give clear answers about 
themselves when I ask instead of trying to be 
elusive. And someone who is able to directly ask 
what they want to know about me.

Someone, when met with difficult situations in 
life,  believes that my being with them is of value. 

Name withheld upon request
 (translation)

While I can count the number of Ethiopians I 
know who are in this life (LGBTQ+), I can say 
they are not in the type of relationship or their 
view of relationships are not like those that I want 
(or wish) to have or ones that can be held as an 
example for others. I do not want a relationship 
with anyone until I meet someone who has 
accepted themselves and have respect for who 
they are. 

Be’tesfa fekir yashenefal  (translation)

To a certain extent, we have to convince ourselves 
[being an LGBTQ+] is OK when we live this 
life. Sometimes people form a relationship or 
connection with someone when they have not 
yet accepted themselves and this makes both 
people suffer. So, I think, people should start by 
accepting themselves and listening to themselves 
before they start relationships. This will make 
everything easier and better. But starting a 
relationship thinking that you will accept 
someone else before you have even accepted 
yourself is a recipe for hurting yourself and others 
so we must really think about this. 

Deve Love (translation)

The main thing is trust and respect
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When I met you, 
You traced the outlines of my palms 
With your fingertips, 
And slipped it carefully into mine
You read the future in our palms
Drew a map and connected the 
Space where lines diverge 
And meet again 
To see,
How well we will travel 
And a path we could take  
I am so used to imagining 
lonely futures 
and long corridors, 
Empty rooms 
white papers 
And notes about 
What needs to get done 
Together we become, 
Two doves ready to take flight, 
Over seas 
And into night skies 
Following, 
The map of our hands 
Touching

- Meklit Morrison


