
Voices of ILGA-Europe: This inspirational LGBTI
activist says being bisexual is a challenge
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Adopted from Sri Lanka to a family in the Netherlands when she was just ten days old, Cherine Mathot
survived childhood cancer which left her with a disability, and she came out as bisexual at the age of 15. In
advance of International Women’s Day this coming Sunday (March 8), Cherine tells us how her
experiences have informed her work for the LGBTI organisation COC Nederlands.

Activist Cherine Mathot currently works as Manager of Communications and Fundraising at the Dutch
organisation, COC Nederlands, which advocates for LGBT rights nationally and internationally. “We are active in
more than thirty-five countries,” she tells us for the Voices of ILGA-Europe project. “We try to bring people
together, give them support where they need it, and empower them to make social changes.”

Cherine had her struggles growing up in The Netherlands. “I was adopted from Sri Lanka when I was only ten days
old,” she says. “I grew up in an environment where I was the only coloured person, and at the age of ten years, I
had bone cancer in my left leg, which left me disabled. When I was fifteen years old, I came out as bisexual to my
adoptive parents and they didn’t respond that well.”

Alone and ashamed

“All these experiences together made me feel different in all sorts of ways, and it was not always easy. I felt alone
and ashamed in many periods in my life, but it’s also made me a bit stronger as a person and to be able to
connect with a lot of diverse people. I think that’s my intrinsic motivation for being an activist, because I find it
very important that people are seen for who they are and respected, that they have a chance to be themselves and
to have a place in society.”

Cherine’s experience as a bisexual woman particularly informs her activism. “I think there are a lot of things to do
for our visibility and acceptance,” she says. “I didn’t really feel part of the community when I was dating men,
because I had a heterosexual lifestyle, but now I’m currently in a relationship with a woman, so I feel more part of
the community. So that’s a really strange thing because I’m not changing, I’m still me, Cherine, and I’m
bisexual, so I think that’s a challenge.”

Persistence pays off

Although Cherine’s adoptive parents were not accepting when she first told them about being bisexual, she didn’t
let it rest there.

“I was very persistent in showing and telling them, ‘this is who I am’,” she says. “So I came home with my then-
girlfriend and sat down on the couch holding hands, and talked to them about what it means to be bisexual. Slowly,
gradually they changed their minds and now they are very accepting and very supportive. I find it an inspiration
that people are able to change.”
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We interviewed Cherine at the last ILGA-Europe conference in Prague in October 2019. It was her second year to
be in attendance. “Last year, I encountered all the bi-plus activists and I was really inspired and also supported by
the feeling that there are people like me with the same experiences,” she says. “I think all the discussions you
[ILGA-Europe] have about LGBTI issues really help me in shaping my work for COC Nederlands, so I’m very
happy with you!”
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