
	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Take the chalk, the pens, and the blackboards1 

 

  

																																																								
1 Lines from a poem by Nizar Qabbani 
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This piece was originally published by Epoch Press, Issue 4: ‘Transitions’. Nov. 2021 
  

 

“Little by little, I have been turning everything over to him, though I know the perverse way 

he has of distorting and magnifying everything.”  

When trying to write of my experiences as a queer Egyptian, Borges’s words are the 

ones that come to mind. I’m sitting in my second-floor Edinburgh flat having just finished 

work at a ceramics studio that I share with a few other potters. The day hasn’t been as 

productive as I had hoped, but sometimes my hands and the clay won’t listen to each other 

and I have to put up with their bickering and the resultant unruly mess piling up on the wheel.  

Things not happening. That’s a good a place as any to start.  

 

Growing up in Cairo, I knew I was bisexual as soon as I heard the word and understood its 

meaning. I first admitted it to a flamenco teacher who asked me, ‘Are you bisexual?’ I said 

yes. There were no follow-up questions.  

She used to lend me her shoes to practice in. I’d like to say that she had big feet, but 

the truth is I have quite small feet. I don’t remember her name now, but I remember the ease 

with which she deployed that word, ‘bisexual’. I envied that lightness. I thought, knowing 

myself can be this easy. I could write my own story with it because it was so unhindered by 

all the hang-ups people around me had. Similarly, when I read the word ‘home’, I see houses 

with red roofs and cottages with green pasture in the background I see, not the second-storey 

apartment in Cairo I grew up in, opposite a hospital with a garden in the back that used to be 

a dump for the building’s residents, until my father decided it needed a change.  

A few years ago, I started thinking about the moment I spoke that word as one of 

another sort of change. 
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This was the very first piece of my identity that I handed over to the English 

language, and since then, “Little by little, I have been turning everything over to him”.  

 

Putting ‘bisexual’ through Google Translate produces ‘thenaa’y el-jens’ or ‘khonthawy,’ as 

the available terms in Arabic. They translate to ‘intersex’ and ‘hermaphrodite’, respectively.  

Thankfully, I know another phrase that expresses what’s neatly packaged in the 

sleekly designed ‘bisexual’: mozdawiji el-meyool el-jinsiyya. This translates as ‘of dual 

sexual leanings.’ A friend of mine – Emad – used it to joke about his sexual leanings to 

terrify our group of guy friends.  

He was the first of my friends from Egypt that I came out to. We have been friends 

since high-school, and a beach holiday seemed like the best time to do that. He had already 

seen my nipple ring, so being bisexual must not have seemed like a stretch. He knew of the 

flamenco classes, but thought it was a way for me to meet women rather than a way to get 

into steel-bottomed shoes.  

 

I think it was ‘leanings’ that put me off that phrase when I first heard it. I was left-handed as 

a child. My parents saw me leaning further in that direction and began their efforts to make 

sure I end up right-handed. This didn’t work with writing, but I did stop eating with my left 

hand. As a result of their efforts to correct my leanings, I’m somewhat ambidextrous, though 

I lean strongly in one direction. I can draw with my right, but almost exclusively write with 

my left. I’m a right-handed potter, and a right-handed runner, a contradiction in itself since 

runners tend to favour the leg on the side of the hand they write with, but I don’t.  

Given that – to this day – my handwriting is neater with my right-hand than with my 

left, I’m often jokingly told by my mother that I made the wrong choice. I was worried that 

meyool would trigger an automatic idea that course correction would have to – at least – be 
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attempted, as if my sexuality were a habit I could quit. ‘Bisexual’ had none of that baggage. 

It was lightweight, an empty box I could fill with whatever pleased me. 

 

When I first heard ‘mozdawiji el-meyool,’ I had not experienced anything remotely sexual 

beyond holding someone’s hand. In Egypt cis-men hold hands and interlock arms as much 

with each other as with cis-women, more so even. Cis-men showing affection to each other 

was solidarity and kinship. People of different genders mingling was a way to invite scandal. 

Considering my dual leanings, locking arms with a man just seemed simpler. As I got older 

and went to university, I found fewer men doing it, for class reasons. “Only people of a lower 

socio-economic status do that,” a classmate explained to me. Quite simply, a hierarchical and 

deeply patriarchal society needs a strong divide between genders, and affection did not 

belong on the masculine side of the spectrum. Other men were competition, so I didn’t even 

have that arm to lean on.   

In a highly-policed society, how was I supposed to find my own natural meyool? 

‘Leanings’ implied practice. There were questions and unknowns around ‘mozdawiji 

el-meyool’, a minefield where all I had to do was misstep for it to blow up in my face. Those 

unknowns became deep chasms, the Arabic language became an investigator asking me to 

provide evidence for this bold statement I was making – who was I to say that I am 

mozdawiji el-meyool el-jinsiyya? I write with my left, but otherwise function with my right. 

Could I say the same about meyooly el-jinsiyya? 

But ‘bisexual’? That was an unspoilt term. Clinical in its exactitude. With similarly 

minded people around me to communicate with in English, I shaped the language around my 

identity, and a large part of it lay in that term.  

English-language media was my only window into queer existences. Particularly, Will 

& Grace, and anything with Rupert Everett in it.  
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His movie The Next Best Thing blew my mind. In it, he plays a gay character who has 

drunk sex with a woman, but he still knew that it did not affect his sexuality. This was 

someone who knew who they were. I envied that. The only queer representation I vividly 

remember in Arabic films was two men exiting a toilet cubicle, one presenting as effeminate 

with a high-pitched voice followed by a tall macho type. This was played for comedic effect 

in a movie about an engineer becoming an unwitting and ultimately sympathetic terrorist. 

When the protagonist asked the macho type what they were doing in the cubicle the man 

responded gruffly – and rightly so – “Msh shoghlak!”  

I grew accustomed to ‘bisexual’ that ‘mozdawiji el-meyool’ felt lacking. 

 

I would like to say that I talked with more people about this. That I put on my teacher’s size 

40 flamenco shoes and tried to figure out a way through the Arabic language that would 

allow me to express myself as I would truly want to. But that’s not how these stories go.  

I have been away from Egypt for seven years, living in Edinburgh for five years. I go 

back for long stretches, but it’s always only for a zeyara.  

I had no need to figure out the appropriate Arabic terminology because I spoke 

English, and even if it was accented, the language spoke back to me. Given that most of my 

interactions with Arab people in the diaspora revolved around the mosque, or political 

activists – who still crave what Mona el-Tahawy refers to as the “dick-swinging” 

revolutionary lifestyle – neither ‘bisexual’ or ‘mozdawiji el-meyool’ found their way into 

casual conversations.  

 

Eventually, I became acutely aware of my ability to hide my identity behind the veil of 

language. By switching from English to Arabic, I closeted myself once more, protecting 

myself from being heard, or seen as queer. I hid so well that I didn’t even know the language 
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that Arabs use to identify people like myself. If I didn’t know the name, then no Arabic-

speaker can out me as one of mogtama‘ el-mīm.  

 Nobody would ever know unless I wanted them to. Unless I wanted to be visible. 

 

Knowing that I was safe, that I wouldn’t slip, allowed me the freedom to go back to Cairo. I 

could walk in al-Husayn, pray Taraweeh with friends during Ramadan, and sit at corner cafés 

until late at night playing backgammon. I would slam the pieces down on the table and yell 

the numbers on the dice in triumph – in Farsi, as my father taught me – even if I was losing.  

Growing up, I often sat by my father and uncle as they stayed up late at night in the 

kitchen, eating salted cheese and mashawy mishakella over endless games of backgammon.  

I watched the dice, too shy to disrupt the game, too scared to be found out as not my 

father’s son for not instinctively knowing what dö-bara means, or the difference between a 

game of mahboosa and wahed w-thalatheen. So, I watched the dice. I scarcely followed the 

games, but hung on to every single sound that came from them to connect the Farsi to the 

figures appearing before me. In my mind, there was no point in learning to play if I didn’t 

know how to act right during the game.  

If I learned those incantations, I thought I’d be able to summon all the wisdom and 

power in that board that seemed to keep what was often a fraught relationship between my 

father and uncle intact. They could exchange these coded numbers, while one of them wins as 

the other claims the dice were being ‘pinched,’ laugh about it with no restraint, and not have 

to talk about all their troubles that language seemed to hold no words for. It was an escape, 

not a solution. There was more going on between them than I could tell then, and more than I 

care to reveal now.  

Nowadays I worry that I have learned those Farsi numbers for no reason, since they 

remind me of a time of non-understanding, as if it were normal to exist in that limbo.  
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I feel close to falling into a cliché, and I’m very tempted to say something along the 

lines of, “if only they had just talked.” The cliché’s only saving grace is the irony of it 

existing in an essay about not being able to communicate my own identity to myself. Some 

fractures can’t be saved by spell-bound words, no matter how often they have been repeated.  

 

There are no code-words for mozdawiji el-meyool. Just the knock-off phrase from the 

original English that would cause a scandal and stop the dice from rolling.  

The realisation didn’t come at once, but people in Egypt looked at me differently 

whenever I went back to visit. I gained foreign mannerisms. I remember doubling back in one 

of the alleyways in the medieval Islamic district and a man sat at a café called out to me in 

English, “Are you looking for beit Zeinab Khatoun?”  

I replied, in Arabic, that I just decided to sit at beit el-Harawy, on the opposite side of 

the square and listen to the ‘oud players practising. The man called out behind him to another 

working in the café, “Da el-khawal Masry.”  

“‘Eib tekalem abook keda,” I responded instinctively, without realizing that this 

wasn’t one of my friends who would merely tease me about my sexuality, but someone who 

saw something in my walk, dress, or the way I pluck my eyebrows and decided that he knew 

something of me. This was a stranger on the street.  

The not-so-subtle implication in what I said was, “I fucked your mother.” A response 

so Egyptian and misogynistic that it deflected his homophobic talk.  

The man lunged from his chair, and I almost tripped stepping backwards.  

But he was only joking. He danced towards me on tip-toes, poking at me with an 

index finger as an older brother would, laughed, and slapped my hand in greeting.  

I passed, I thought. I deflected homophobia, which can be deadly in Cairo, and I 

managed to keep myself safe, which is all I could muster at the time. Still, this revealed the 
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gulf between where I was, as an openly bisexual man in Edinburgh, and a closeted mozdawiji 

el-meyool in Egypt.  

  

If you’re reading this, then you might be one of the queer Arabs lucky enough to be able to 

read English, and you will be aware of the power we have in this space, in this language. 

Here, we can hide. In Cairo, I can be in a public place, switch to English, and put on an 

accent that’s hard to decipher, so that it would take a keen ear to overhear me whisper 

‘bisexual’. Again, this is primarily for safety.  

Still, I can’t help but think of the people who don’t have access to the veil this 

language provides me. The cost of my protection is the continued invisibility of mogtama‘ el-

mīm because the language I’m speaking only recognises West(ernised) modes of queerness. 

Recently, I watched clips from a play titled Drowning in Cairo, written by the talented and 

beautifully outspoken Adam Elsayigh, a queer Egyptian playwright based in New York. It 

follows three queer men’s lives in the 90’s, paying particular emphasis to the aftermath of the 

2001 incident on the Queen boat, where members of mogtama‘ el-mīm in Cairo were arrested 

and outed in an attempt to publicly humiliate them. Parts of the play are in Arabic, others in 

English, with the latter being deployed for the previously discussed reasons. What I found 

curious though is a specific performance that exists of this play, which Adam hinted at. In 

this version, the Arab actors, not having a firm enough grasp of the English presented to them 

on the page, fumbled their lines, sometimes rendering the words they were speaking 

meaningless.  

Many queer Arabs’ sole refuge is still their mother tongue, and if the language we use 

doesn’t accommodate that fact, then we have failed. The oppressive systems in Arab 

countries are colonial, even if our current oppressors are Arabs themselves. English is part of 

that heritage. It’s a privileged position to have been able to find myself in English. Many 
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others struggle and feel that the queer community they long for has an entry fee they can’t 

pay. 

 

Maggie Nelson quoted Wittgenstein as saying “the inexpressible is contained – inexpressibly! 

– in the expressed,” and I believe that to be true. But more than wanting to eke out queerness 

from a language that breaks at the seams when worn by mogtama‘ el-mīm, I long for a home. 

English is a shield for me, but it’s too heavy to carry at the expense of others. I want to roll in 

the silky sheets of guttural sounds, a flow of consonants like a well-tempered clavier. 

 

Sitting, writing these words, there’s a hint of pink promising sunset crashing like a wave over 

the cemetery outside my window. A few heart-shaped balloons are placed around a 

gravestone. A sentiment so kitschy that it’s endearing, an abundance of the inexpressible in 

the expressed.  

 

It’s easy to call the hegemony Anglophones seem to exercise over queer culture colonial and 

even – with the rise of pinkwashing – imperial. But giving a name to the condition that’s 

taken me far from home doesn’t lead me back to it. Besides, having unpacked the ‘bisexual’ 

box only to find that it’s not big enough to carry all that I am, I know better than to stake my 

idea of a savior in any sort of language’s ability to provide definitive life-altering solutions.  

‘Bisexual’ has come to enforce a gender binary that I don’t believe in. While 

‘mozdawij’ doesn’t enforce a strict binary, it insists on me circling two answers out of all the 

genders I could possibly be attracted to, which feels a bit arbitrary.  

 

Dalia al-Faghal, an agender Egyptian queer activist recently posted a few key terms in Arabic 

that encompass elusive notions of queerness, which otherwise fall between the cracks of 
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language. حائر – ‘ha’er’ – is one that spoke to me. It is a term that elucidates a sense of 

confusion, one constantly in motion – whenever an answer appears, the question changes, 

leaving one with an eternal pursuit for a solution that may not be there.  

It’s too big of an ask for a language to express the inexpressible. This isn’t a failure. 

It’s why we have heart-shaped balloons and yell Farsi numbers during backgammon. It’s a 

way to embrace what the dice say and know that how we act changes the course of a game. 

Farsi never fails me during backgammon, but the dice are not always in my favour.  

 

I speak with longing for home and Arabic throughout this piece, but I also forget people’s 

abrasiveness to anyone presenting as queer. The idea of home existed once I left it, but I 

didn’t feel it when I was there, in Cairo. That encounter with the man in the café could have 

ended differently if I hadn’t been trained well in the ways of Egyptian men.  

 

From this point, I’ve come full circle.  

The solution for this self-imposed Anglophonic exile isn’t to reject my refuge 

language for my mother tongue, but take from it what serves me, and foster a cooperative 

relationship between both.  

In his piece On Not Going Home, the literary critic James Wood quoted Georg Lukács 

as saying that culturally there’s something vaguely effeminate about pronouncing something 

well in a foreign language, and something terribly macho about having a strong command of 

the language you’re residing in. 

I think about how Edinburgh-based folk would go for ‘valley girl’ English when 

emulating Americans, or the intense focus people adopt when pronouncing my name. The 

focused look declares, ‘I’m not familiar with this foreign thing,’ while indicating, ‘I’m 

trying.’ But if said easily, as Lukács says, there’s the feeling that something has been 
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transgressed. A boundary has been crossed. As if we’re supposed to try, but never meant to 

succeed in forming these connections. There’s something delightfully queer in such success. 

It declares, I’m no longer in one place; I’ve become two. I make my refuge; I build my home.  

 

For Sarah Hegazy, 1989-2020 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


