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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. 



Welcome to our third issue of Nisnis and thank you for yet again taking 
the time to read our magazine. 

This issue focuses on coming out. We chose this topic because of its 
relevance to the LBTQ community. One of the oft-repeated questions when we 
find ourselves in queer spaces is some variation of “What was your coming 
out process?” This question is important not only because it opens the door for 
some sort of commonality in our experiences but also because coming out is a 
defining moment in our lives as queer people.

This is not to suggest that coming out is mandatory or that it is a one 
time event. Rather, coming out is a never ending journey that each of us define 
and experience in our own unique ways. For most of us Ethiopians who grow 
up learning to despise ourselves due to our sexual or gender identities, the 
path to self-acceptance is often paved with pain, self-doubt, self-hatred and a 
sense of alienation from what should feel like home. This pain is at times so 
excruciating that we even had to pause in the middle of interviews as people 
collected themselves to continue the conversation. Even the recalling of these 
memories of coming out - to self or to others - proved difficult and painful. 

“We just don’t talk about that time period because it was just so 
bad between me and my parents and also my community,” Mikelina Yonas 
Belaineh said as they remembered their struggles of acceptance. Although the 
acceptance they later find in their community is  inspiring, the pain they had to 
go through to get there is something that most of us can relate to.

We also learned about the important role that our communities play in 
our coming out journeys. Yordanos, a lesbian who grew up in a small regional 
city, articulates how  her self-acceptance was a result of the connections that 
she had created with the Ethiopian LGBTQ+ community via social media 
platforms.

Blaine Kebede reminded us of the importance of challenging each other 
to do better in terms of addressing our own biases within the community. 
Transphobia and the challenges that gender minorities face as they come out 
even within the LBTQ community is something that needs urgent attention. As 
they said, “it would be beautiful to see some kind of education happen within 
our community because I think that’s something that’s really lacking”. 

Some even noted the idea that choosing not to come out is 
revolutionary because it shows that self-care matters and that self-preservation 
is an important element of navigating Ethiopia as a queer person. Outings, 
losing friends and loved ones when we take the risk of coming out and the 
allies that we find in the most unlikely of places are some of the other issues 
that are raised in this third issue of Nisnis.

These are our collective stories in regards to our coming outs as LBTQ 
people of Ethiopian and Eritrean origin. We are all profiles in courage. The 
fact that we are authoring our own stories is phenomenal. The journey may be 
hard, long and never ending, but we should be commended for even taking 
that first tiny step because as Meklit Morrison so aptly writes in her poem 
“Coming out”, “It is enough/To exist and be/Be loudly queer”.

As always, thank you to everyone involved in the production of this 
magazine. Your continued efforts help us in the ever important task of building 
an inclusive and progressive LBTQ community.

from the editors
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Yohana, a lesbian who 
grew up in a regional capital 
city in Ethiopia recalls her 
rather humorous first coming 
out experience.

“The first person I 
told was an online friend. 
At first I said, ‘I think I am 
bisexual’. I think I said that 
because I thought as a man it 
would make it less likely for 
him to hate me. He jokingly 
responded, ‘Does that mean 
you take two SIM cards?’”

Yohana says the fact 
that the first person she came 
out to took it lightly and like it 
was “normal” encouraged her 
to explore her identity. 

Yohana’s exploration of 
her sexuality began when she 
was young. She had a major 
crush on one of her friends 
and was not clear if this 
crush meant that her sexual 
attractions were towards 
women or if her liking this 
friend was separate from her 
sexual orientation.

“I was in a totally 

Yohana, Mikelina, Yordanos and Blaine 
are queer people who are of Ethiopian/
Eritrean origin. Nisnis spoke to them about 
their journey of coming to terms with their 
identity and coming out to others.

Yohana
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different world,” she said. “I 
now actually ask myself if I 
maybe saw myself as a man at 
that time. I didn’t connect it to 
my identity, I only connected it 
to my loving her.”

Yohana treated her 
attraction to her best friend as 
something that was not related 
to her sexual orientation. In 
fact, she only started thinking 
and exploring her sexuality 
after she got over that crush. 
It was at that point that she 
was even able to realize that 
she had crushes on other girls 
although she had lacked the 
language to name them as 
such.

She was eventually 
ready to explore her sexuality 
and Google was her first stop.

“I think the day that I 
Googled ‘lesbian’ is the day 
that I accepted myself. You 
know you have feelings before 
that but you don’t want to 
accept it because you find it 
difficult,” Yohana said.

She Googled “Am I a 
lesbian” followed by “Is [being 
a] lesbian a sin” and some 

of the answers she received 
strongly indicated that being 
a lesbian is a sin and that led 
to doubts and setbacks given 
her religious background. She 
however found it difficult to 
hide from her identity and 
persisted in trying to find 
answers about her feelings and 
attractions.

She also started 
downloading Apps from 
Google Play in search of apps 
that reflected her identity and 
that could help her explore her 
sexual attractions. Although 
Yohana found several apps, 
she found it difficult to relate 
with them because they were 
mostly for a Western audience. 

“I think the 
day that I 
Googled 
‘lesbian’ is 
the day that 
I accepted 
myself.”
Yohana

She also tried to find dates 
through those apps but was 
not successful. While the 
apps didn’t live up to her 
expectations, they did play a 
role in leading her to accept 
herself.

Part of her revelation 
came through a quiz.

“I  found a quiz that 
asked ‘Am I a Lesbian?’ 
and I played it,” Yohana 
said. “I received a very high 
percentage and that proved to 
me that I am indeed a lesbian”.

Based on the answers 
she received on Google and 
her marks on the quiz, Yohana 
was able to accept herself and 
her only worry from then 
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“I used to ask 
myself ‘Why 
can’t I be 
‘normal’ like 
other women 
and love men 
and make 
my family 
happy?’”
Yohana

on was on how to find other 
queer people. While she did 
not lack in determination, 
she was scared to look for 
LGBTQ+ people in Ethiopia. 

“You get scared. You 
get very scared, you think 
everyone can tell you are a 
lesbian just by looking at you. 
There are times when you just 
really want to tell everyone, to 
actually scream it out loud,” 
she said. 

She tried telling a few 
people soon after accepting 
herself. One of them was a guy 
who was interested in dating 
her and when she came out to 
him he told her that she was 
mistaken, that it was due to 
stress, that it was just a phase 
and that he could help her 
to overcome her lesbianism. 
While it now makes her laugh, 
she was almost convinced 
by his argument because she 
wanted to be “changed” and 
she didn’t want to be a lesbian 
due to how hard she knew 
life would be as a lesbian in 
Ethiopia.

Another person she 
came out to told her that she 
should get baptized to rid 
herself of her lesbianism. 

Part of her challenge 
with accepting herself was 
due to her upbringing in the 
Ethiopian Orthodox church. 
Hearing repeated sermons 
against homosexuality at 
church kept making her 
question herself.

“My presence at the 
church seemed to attract 
sermons against Gebre Sodom 
[literally translated as “the 
work of Sodom”] and Sodom 
is the time when everything 
was destroyed,” Yohana 
said. “They kept saying that 
Judgment Day is upon us and 

I was fearful to the point of 
hating myself”. 

The sense of being the 
only LGBTQ+ person also 
made accepting herself as a 
lesbian difficult. 

“It was hard to connect 
with other people like me 
and that used to make me feel 
lonely. I used to blame myself 
for being ‘abnormal’. I used 
to ask myself ‘Why can’t I be 
‘normal’ like other women and 
love men and make my family 
happy?’” she said.

Yohana believes her 
coming out experience could 
have been easier if her crush 
had accepted her and not 
threatened her with outing 
her to the entire school and 
community. As a result of that 
experience she said she finds it 
hard to be friends with people 
who are not LGBTQ+. The 
worry that they may “hate” 
her if they find out about her 
being a lesbian is always at the 
back of her mind.

Based on her 
experience, her words of 
wisdom to people who would 
like to come out to others is to 
always be careful of who they 
tell. She believes that people 
need to calculate the other 
person’s reaction before they 
come out.

“It is only important 
to come out to people who 
are truly important to you,” 
Yohana said. “Does someone 
come and tell you they are 
straight? They just live their 
lives as ‘normal’ and they 
don’t need to come out as 
straight and so we don’t have 
any obligations to come out. In 
fact, I wish we could just live 
our lives like that. You could 
just date a woman without 
having to explain your life”.
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“My daughter is 
gay. I’m not going to hide it 
because we’re not ashamed 
of anything. If people want to 
not be in our lives or my life 
because my daughter is queer, 
I’m not going to hate them. I 
will not judge them, but I will 
tell them that they have no 
place in our life if they can’t 
support my daughter as she 
is,” Mikelina Yonas Belaineh 
recalls their mom’s words 
in the extended journey of 
coming out.

Mikelina is a first 
generation queer and fluid 
nonbinary American whose 
parents are from Ethiopia 
and Eritrea. Mikelina grew 
up in a close knit community 
surrounded by a large 
extended family that had a 
strong connection to their 
roots in East Africa. They 
taught their children their 
native language, they had 
their own mahber and they 
even established an Orthodox 
Church in their community. 
In a sense, Mikelina says they 
were a quintessential Habesha 
family and community.

Mikelina’s long 
journey - and it is still ongoing 
- to naming themselves started 
in this community. 

“My earliest memories 
as a child are feeling wrong. 
I remember being attracted 
to the same gender. I don’t 

know that I wasn’t attracted 
to boys necessarily, but it was 
just ideas, things that were 
out of alignment with what 
was expected or what I was 
supposed to be,” they said.

To further compound 
their journey, this sense of 
not being in sync was not just 
connected to their sexuality 
but also to their gender 
identity.

“I didn’t feel like a 
girl. I was born a girl,” they 
said. “And then I thought at 
that age when I was young, I 

“... my parents 
would turn 
off the news 
or change 
the channel 
because 
they’re like 
‘this isn’t 
appropriate.

Mikelina

thought I just wanted to be a 
boy.”

The sense of 
disconnectedness from their 
loving community started 
to take root as they started 
questioning the “norms” of 
gender and sexuality. 

“It was this weird thing 
because I was in this beautiful 
community that [had] so 
much love. I had not just mom 
and dad, but really 10 to 20 
parents. And that many more 
cousins,” Mikelina fondly 
recalls the community of their 
youth.

The sense of alienation 
from the community started 
around the age of 10 when 
they started realizing that 
they were simply not meeting 
Habesha expectations around 
what men and women are 
supposed to be like. 

Mikelina, as a tomboy 
on the playgrounds of rural 
Arlington, Texas, was moving 
from a “docile child” to one 
who was hitting puberty and 
actively thinking about their 
attractions.

Their first queer 
relationship, although they 
did not yet have the language 
to explicitly define it as that, 
started at 13 and this was 
also around the time that 
they started hearing about 
LGBTQ issues such as same-
sex marriage. Interactions 

Mikelina
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at school were critical in 
enabling them to develop the 
language by which to name 
and understand queerness 
and to also reflect on their 
experiences at home around  
these issues.

“Stuff was on the 
news, and my parents would 
turn off the news or change 
the channel because they’re 
like ‘this isn’t appropriate. 
It’s not okay,” Mikelina said. 
“We used to do movie nights 
and there was this movie 
Mean Girls that has a queer 
character. My parents went 
and stopped the movie and 
took it out because [they 
thought] it’s not appropriate.”

Mikelina was able 
to understand that this 
environment was far from 
safe for them to explore their 
sexuality and this effectively 
led to not only hiding their 
queerness from family but 
to drinking, self-harm, 
depression and anxiety. This 
was exacerbated by a lack of 
support and language in the 
community around mental 
health issues. 

“There’s a period of 
time from 13 to 20 which is 
kind of like a black box in my 
family history. We just don’t 
talk about that time period 
because it was just so bad 
between me and my parents 
and also my community,” 
Mikelina said as they choked 
up from the emotion that 
memory still brings. 

Going away for college 
was the defining moment in 
providing both the space and 
the capacity for exploration. 
Although they went to the 
“most conservative public 
institution in the country” and 
they felt that they had traded 

one oppression (racism) for 
another, it was still “freeing” 
and they were able to explore 
themselves in an environment 
that felt safe by virtue of being 
far away from home. 

“I was no longer wrong 
because nobody had such rigid 
expectations of me,” Mikelina 
said. “And although society 
did, it’s different when it’s 
your family and it’s different 
when you’re in the Habesha 
community, right? Because it 
just feels different.”

The tentative 
exploration was defined 
by language that they had 
already developed while in 
high school and could now 
access because they were 
away from home and had 
the freedom to articulate and 
live those ideas. After about 
six months, Mikelina started 
getting involved in organizing 
work with the campus LGBTQ 
group. Being on a campus 
that was so hostile that “white 
men who were just perceived 
to be queer because they 
were maybe a little bit more 
feminine were beat up” drove 
them to be an advocate on 

campus and then to a life 
long passion for advocacy 
work. In fact, their experience 
has defined their current 
career which centers around 
exploring ways of facilitating 
community regeneration and 
empowerment in marginalized 
communities.

This campus activism 
also played another critical 
role.

“I started to learn how 
to love myself [through this 
process of activism]. I think it’s 
important to note how identity 
can change and evolve over 
time,” they said. “I started that 
process of loving myself and 
working on really unpacking 
all of the self hatred I 
internalized from early lessons 
that I got from my parents and 
my community”. 

While recognizing 
that their parents and 
their community did not 
intentionally set out to be 
hurtful, it was nevertheless 
important to find the tools 
necessary to dismantle the 
early lessons learned and to 
recognize that identity is fluid.

Mikelina was a force 
to be reckoned with as an 
out queer person on campus, 
but they were still closeted at 
home and being silent about 
their identity was becoming 
increasingly difficult. They 
could not reconcile this silence 
with how openly they lived on 
campus and also knew it was 
time to finally make that leap 
at home. 

They had initially 
planned on waiting until 
finishing college because 
they were concerned about 
being disowned and about 
the possibility of their parents 
discontinuing their financial 

“I started to 
learn how to 
love myself 
[through this 
process of 
activism].
Mikelina
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support. In a sense, they were 
not entirely certain about the 
possible reactions from their 
family. However, at some 
point they realized that they 
just “couldn’t lie anymore” 
and it was difficult to digress 
after they had “started to 
experience what it felt like to 
express myself authentically to 
myself and to others”.

So, as a way of testing 
the waters, they first came 
out to their younger brother 
and were encouraged by his 
positive reaction. They then 
told an aunt they were close 
to and the aunt insisted that 
Mikelina tell their mother as 
soon as possible.

Based on their aunt’s 
insistence, when they told 
their mom during a walk 
during a family vacation, they 
were operating in the dark 
about the possible reactions. 

“I thought she might 
hit me. I thought she might 
push. I didn’t know what was 
going to happen but I was 
ramping up. And I remember 
bracing for whatever was 
going to come. And I’ll never 
forget, I said, ‘I’m gay’. And 
what blew me away? She 
didn’t even miss a step, 
she didn’t pause. We kept 
walking,” Mikelina recalls.

It was after some 
thought that their mom 
asked, “What makes you say 
that?” That first question was 
followed by many others: 
How do you know? When did 
you know? Did you always 
know? Why did you choose 
this because it is a hard life? 
Those initial conversations led 
to their mom articulating that 
she “just didn’t understand”.

Mikelina said they 
tried to explain in the best way 

I said, ‘I’m gay’. And what blew 
me away? [My mom] didn’t even 
miss a step, she didn’t pause. We 
kept walking ...

“
Mikelina
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they could. They articulated 
that this was not a choice and 
that they have always been 
this way and that they have 
just begun to understand 
themselves now and could try 
and explain.

This was the 
conversation that set Mikelina 
and their mom on their 
journey and this conversation 
set the tone of their interaction 
around these issues. Once 
their mother was assured that 
Mikelina was “the daughter 
that we’ve raised” she was 
able to make peace with 
Mikelina’s identity.

“‘[If] the only thing 
that has changed is my 
expectation of who you marry 
and what that picture looks 
like,’ she said, ‘then that is 
fine, I can do that work,’” 
Mikelina recalls their mom 
saying. “And I’m refining her 
language for her but that was 
the theme”.

Their mother then 
volunteered to talk to 
Mikelina’s father and also 
engaged with the Habesha 
community in regards to the 
conversations about Mikelina’s 
identity. 

“I had to have very few 
conversations as it relates to 
the Habesha community, and 
the result was, I don’t know 
how people felt, but I can tell 
you today that I am fully loved 
and accepted and embraced 
by everybody that raised me. 
I get to go home and take my 
partners,” Mikelina said. 

The parallel journey 
of gender identity was also 
critical for Mikelina. Although 
they initially identified as 
bisexual and then a lesbian, 
they knew that “woman” 
just did not describe their 

authentic gender identity. As a 
child, as young as 6 years old, 
they said they just “did not 
feel like a girl”. They initially 
did not pursue their gender 
questions as far because they 
felt those questions were now 
answered or solved by their 
attraction to women. Mikelina 
thought “I am attracted to 
girls. That must be why I 
thought I wanted to be a boy”.

Their association with 
the queer community was 
what finally pushed them to 
explore their gender identity. 
Mikelina’s queer community 
and their knowledge was 
expanding, they were taking 
queer studies classes and were 
around trans masculine folks 
who were transitioning. 

“I was going through 
that with them or seeing 
them go through that and so 
at that point, I was like, ‘Yes, 
Hallelujah, this is a thing. I’m 
not crazy, basically this is a 
real thing that is available’” 
Mikelina said. “When I got 
the language, gender, queer, 
nonbinary, it resonated”.

For Mikelina and 
their family, the journey 
continues. They have yet to 
have extensive conversations 
around gender issues with 
their parents.

“I think my [queer 
identity] has evolved as I’ve 
gotten older because you start 
to learn how to really love 
yourself deeply. It’s like I’ve 
learned to be able to love my 
family and my community 
unconditionally for who they 
are,” Mikelina said. “And 
sometimes these things feel 
like they’re in conflict, but we 
can also hold space for each 
other, even when we don’t 
understand or disagree”.

“I think my 
[queer 
identity] 
has evolved 
as I’ve 
gotten older 
because you 
start to learn 
how to really 
love yourself 
deeply.

Mikelina
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The knowledge that 
she was in love with a girl 
was what finally sealed her 
decision to come out to her 
crush. Yordanos, a masculine 
presenting lesbian in her early 
20s who lives in one of the 
regional capitals in Ethiopia, 
was around 14 or 15 years at 
that time.

“I was madly in love, 
to the point that I could 
not even hide it,” Yordanos 
recalls. “She was not even one 
of my friends. I barely knew 
her”.

Yordanos has always 
known that she was different 
from her peers but she 
did not have the language 
to understand what was 
different about her or how to 
name that difference. Nothing 
in her environment could help 
her make sense of what she 
was feeling.

Even after she fell in 
love with a girl, she spent a lot 
of energy denying her feelings 
and engaging with an inner 
conflict. It was only when she 
realized that despite all her 
efforts she could not stop her 
feelings of attraction toward 
other girls that she decided 
that she had to find a way to 
deal with what she felt.

“It took me a long time 
to understand what I felt but 

Yordanos

“I almost never come out in person 
but I come out to people online, 
if it feels safe. I don’t feel safe 
coming out since I also live in a 
small regional capital.
Yordanos
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after a certain age, I just had to 
accept it,” Yordanos said.

The conflict for 
Yordanos resulted from 
trying to make sense of her 
attractions and feelings with 
what was held as a universal 
truth in her family and society. 
Her religious family had 
always held “homosexuality” 
as the greatest of sins and as 
being inconsistent with being 
a righteous person. Yordanos 
had also taken these attitudes 
to heart and thus  found it 
difficult to chart her own way.

She was eventually 
able to accept it by reconciling 

her faith with her sexuality. 
She realized that she had no 
control over her attractions 
and her feelings. She was able 
to realize that her attractions 
to other girls were just a 
“natural” part of who she was. 
While this realization was 
slow, it was freeing from the 
religious teachings that taught 
her that loving other women 
was wrong.

“I have not made a 
mistake. My feeling is about 
love and it is natural. It was 
not because I wanted these 
feelings, it was not based on 
someone else influencing me 

as some people claim or about 
my mind being poisoned or as 
a result of watching movies,” 
Yordanos said. “This is how I 
feel and I cannot even say that 
this is new. I know that I have 
always been like this. I could 
lie to others but I know the 
truth”.

Despite her clear 
articulation about being a 
lesbian, Yordanos at times still 
believed she could change her 
identity to become “normal” 
and worked towards that goal 
by constantly trying to find 
ways to deny her lesbianism. 
Even though she knew she 

“I came to 
fully accept 
myself after 
I found this 
community. 
It was 
comforting 
to see so 
many people 
accepting 
themselves.
Yordanos
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was a lesbian, she made 
efforts to suppress and to 
change it because she felt it 
was wrong. 

The turning point to 
her acceptance came when 
she turned 19. One of the 
major reasons for the shift in 
her acceptance of herself was 
because of the connection 
she was able to create with 
other people in the LGBTQ+ 
Ethiopian community. She 
searched for queer people 
on Facebook and other 
social media and was moved 
by some of the posts. She 
also started chatting with 
other queer people and the 
engagement she found was 
beyond her expectation. 

“I came to fully accept 
myself after I found this 
community. It was comforting 
to see so many people 
accepting themselves,” she 
said. “I knew this was OK and 
that it should not be seen as a 
big deal so I stopped worrying 
about it”. 

The first person she 
came out to was a woman 
with whom she had an 
unspoken, unarticulated 
and undefined relationship. 
Although they were involved 
in a relationship that included 
physical intimacy, it was never 
spoken about. Yordanos found 
this silence stifling and openly 
articulated her need to name 
their relationship and insisted 
that what they had was a 
romantic relationship. 

The other person 
was vehemently opposed to 
this characterization of their 
relationship and said that she 
was not a lesbian and that her 
attraction was limited to just 
Yordanos and even that was 
more about friendship than 

the physical intimacy that 
they shared.

Yordanos’ explanation 
that this was about an identity 
for her and that she was a 
lesbian was mocked and 
rejected.

“‘Why are you 
bringing up these stories? 
How can you say this? I just 
like you and I am not like 
that,” Yordanos recalls the 
woman’s words when she was 
finally able to find the courage 
to tell her how she felt. 

Yordanos then decided 
to come out to her first crush 
over text as she was not over 
her crush and felt that she 
needed to give it a chance. 
Yordanos suggested that they 
discontinue their friendship 
eventually telling her crush 
that she was a lesbian.

Her crush said she 
also had feelings for Yordanos 
but that she could not act 
on it. She told her that they 
were being tested by the devil 
and must not succumb to 
temptation.

Yordanos has since 
learned not to come out to 
people unless she is certain 
that the person is part of the 
LGBTQ+ community or she 
has been able to ascertain 
their support for the LGBTQ+ 
community. She assumes 
people in her family know 
although she has never come 
out to them.

“I almost never come 
out in person but I come out 
to people online, if it feels 
safe. I don’t feel safe coming 
out since I also live in a small 
regional capital,” Yordanos 
said. “Coming out is a huge 
risk given the climate for us 
queer people in Ethiopia and 
it is not advisable”.

“I have not 
made a 
mistake. ... 
My feeling 
is about 
love and it 
is natural. I 
know that I 
have always 
been like 
this. I could 
lie to others 
but I know 
the truth.
Yordanos
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“I came out to my 
dad and that experience was 
everything I could have hoped 
for because my dad was 
incredibly understanding. He 
did whatever they do in the 
movies where they’re coming 
out to their parents, and 
they’re like, ‘Oh, I know. I love 
you. You can be whoever you 
are,’” Blaine Kebede fondly 
recalls her coming out to her 
father.

Blaine is a 
gender queer or gender 
nonconforming Ethiopian 
who was raised in the United 
States.

Blaine characterizes 
coming out as a journey. 
They (Blaine uses she/
they pronouns) knew that 
they were different from a 
very young age but were 
never really able to explore 
it because they had always 
attended predominantly white 
institutions and had closeted 
the sense of difference they 
felt. Despite her ambivalence, 
they continued to date men. 

“Every time you’re 
learning a little bit more about 
yourself,” Blaine said, while 
articulating the challenge 
of exploration. “I never saw 

Blaine

Blaine Kebede with their father.
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“I came out to my dad and that 
experience was everything I could 
have hoped for because my dad was 
incredibly understanding.
Blaine
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another queer person living 
their best queer life. A lot of 
people say that being queer 
and being Ethiopian are two 
mutually exclusive things”. 

When she came out, 
it was first as bisexual, then 
a lesbian and then queer. 
And what helped in that 
coming out and exploration 
was connecting online with 
the Ethiopian LGBTQ+ 
community.

They met a few queer 
Ethiopians online and then 
started a virtual group meet-
up of Ethiopian queer people. 
The meet-up included queer 
people from Europe, the US 
and one person even joined 
from Addis Ababa. This served 
as an impetus to take more 
risks.

“I was so encouraged 
by this that I felt it’s time for 
me to try and come out again, 
because now I feel like I have 
this army, this arsenal behind 
me. I can say I’m not the only 
one and how can you not 
accept me if you see all these 
other people who are just like 
me?,” Blaine said.

The monthly virtual 
meet-up has since moved to 
an actual physical meet-up of 
queer people from all over the 
United States. In fact, Blaine 
recently hosted a Halloween 
party for LGBTQ+ Ethiopians 
at the home that they now 
share with their roommate, 
a  fellow queer Ethiopian that 
they met through the initial 
virtual meet-ups.

Her self acceptance led 
to dating women and it was 
a relationship that they had 
developed with a woman they 
were dating while in college 
that made them want to come 
out to their mother. Blaine 

had a close relationship with 
their mom and they assumed 
that this would lead to an 
immediate acceptance.

Overcome with 
emotion, Blaine has to pause 
for sometime during the 
interview after uttering “I am 
sorry. I’m getting emotional 
talking about this” before they 
can continue the conversion.

“I came out to my 
mom and it was like a very 
terrible experience. She was 
not accepting. She didn’t speak 
to me for weeks, which was 
really disheartening, because 
we did have a very close 
relationship,” they said. 

Her mom was 
worried about what the 
Ethiopian community around 
them would say and was 
convinced Blaine was just 
going through a phase. Blaine 
was disappointed because 
she felt their mom, having 
lived a majority of her life 
in the United States, having 
assimilated into “American 
culture and not being too 
religious”, would be more 
accepting. Their mom’s 
rejection - “a visceral reaction 
for her that she would not 
accept it” - was a lesson in how 
deeply ingrained homophobia 
is in Ethiopian culture.

This reaction 
further cemented Blaine’s 
determination to search for 
a “chosen” family - LGBTQ+ 
Ethiopians and accepting 
allies from whom she would 
not have to hide any parts of 
themselves.

“I feel like every queer 
Ethiopian person says, ‘I’m the 
only one’ and ‘I’m all alone 
in this world’. So I poured 
into social media. I know we 
exist because there has to be 

“So in the 
same way 
that we have 
internalized 
homophobia 
and 
internalized 
transphobia 
that we are 
working 
through as 
we come 
out, our 
parents have 
to do that 
healing, too.

Blaine
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someone else. And so I started 
organizing online,” Blaine 
said. 

For them, the energy 
that comes from being with 
other Ethiopian and Eritrean 
queers - their “chosen family” 
- has been life-changing. 

“It’s really heavy when 
we’re in the same space. We 
carry a lot of trauma. Maybe 
we’ve tried to come out and 
then have been abandoned 
by our family. Or maybe 
our family doesn’t talk to 
us anymore because we’re 
out,” they said. “I think us 
sharing space and communing 
together, not only is it 
emotionally heavy but it can 
also be very healing to know 
that you’re not alone and that 
you are not the only one”.

Her father made all 
the difference. He was their 
biggest ally and had a keen 
interest to learn about queer 
culture, queer language 
and queer movies. Through 
time, he actually became an 
advocate not just for them but 
also for other queer people 
and their family. He was 
instrumental in bridging the 
generational gap between 
queer people and their parents 
as he could easily speak to 
parents and be heard. He was 
able to make the process of 
coming out to parents a bit 
easier because parents could 
relate better to someone who is 
around their own age.

“There’s a lot of 
healing that needs to be done 
both in our generation and 
the generation above us,” 
Blaine said. “So in the same 
way that we have internalized 
homophobia and internalized 
transphobia that we are 
working through as we come 

“It’s really heavy when [Ethiopian 
queers are] in the same space. We 
carry a lot of trauma. Maybe we’ve 
tried to come out and then have been 
abandoned by our family. 
Blaine
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out, our parents have to do 
that healing, too”. 

For Blaine, coming out 
is a journey and that journey 
includes exploring their 
gender identity. 

“I identify as 
gender queer or gender 
nonconforming because I don’t 
believe in a gender binary. I 
think that there’s so much to 
say about the space in between 
and the space beyond man and 
woman,” she said.

This coming out 
has been met with some 
resistance even within the 
queer community. Gender 
binary - a system of gender 
classification in which all 
people are categorized as 
being either male or female - 
plays a major role in Ethiopian 
society and this does not 
allow people to identify 
themselves in ways that are 
authentic to themselves. Some 
within the Ethiopian LGBTQ+ 
community hold on to this 
transphobia which makes 
it difficult for anyone who 
identifies outside of the gender 
binary.

“We all are on this 
journey of discovery and 
learning and some people are 
just not there yet. And so it 
would be beautiful to see some 
kind of education happen 

within our community because 
I think that’s something that’s 
really lacking,” they said. 

Blaine says that coming 
out is a never ending process 
and the one that matters most 
is our coming out to ourselves. 
Ethiopian LGBTQ+ people 
face deep homophobia and 
transphobia. The very fact that 
queer Ethiopians are able to 
make peace with themselves 
and embark on a journey of 
self discovery is phenomenal 
even as they are constantly 
told that it is wrong and that 
their queerness is a result 
of “being brainwashed by 
Western society”.

Blaine raises a 
rhetorical question: Would it 
not be easier to “walk away” 
from being queer or to hide 
in an effort to better fit into 
Ethiopian society? The answer 
comes to them as easily as the 
question.

“Sometimes it feels that 
way, but we don’t. Instead, we 
kind of pour more into it and 
make it very clear that we are 
queer and Ethiopian. It’s not 
something that we’re trying 
to run away from,” they said. 
“We still have an immense 
sense of pride [in being 
Ethiopian], regardless of the 
homophobia that we face from 
our people and our culture”.

“We still have 
an immense 
sense 
of pride 
[in being 
Ethiopian], 
regardless 
of the 
homophobia 
that we face 
from our 
people and 
our culture.
Blaine
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came out to me as lesbian and I felt very 
relieved. I told her that I also liked girls and 
our close friends were very accepting of us. 
It helped me understand that there are other 

people like me and that my 
friends would not abandon me. 
I also realized that my sexuality 
was not just a phase since I still 
felt attracted to girls after a few 
years. Something that really 
helped me accept my feelings 
was watching TV shows with 
characters that showed lesbian 
relationships. 

Now, as an adult in my 
twenties, I feel very confident 
about my sexuality. I had my 
first relationship with a woman 
at the age of 19, which I hid from 
my family. Not being able to 
share my relationship with those 
closest to me was a very painful 
experience, but the relationship 
itself reassured me that I am a 
lesbian. 

Since then, I have 
come out to my parents and 
even though it was difficult 
and unexpected for them, 
they support and accept me 
nonetheless. I had told my 
younger siblings about my 
first girlfriend and they were 
of great support to me when I 

told my parents. My family has even met my 
current girlfriend which was something I never 
expected as a teenager.

Now I work at a project that teaches 
young people about the LGBTQ+ community 
and share my own experiences with them.

Me realizing that I am a lesbian didn’t 
happen at once but was more of a process. 
When I was 13 years old, I developed feelings 
for a female friend of mine. At first, I had 
doubts if those were “normal” 
feelings one has for a friend or 
romantic feelings. 

Luckily, three was an 
out bisexual girl in my parallel 
class that I could talk to. We 
were not really friends at school 
since we had separate classes 
and different friend groups, 
but we regularly chatted on 
Facebook Messenger. I described 
the feelings that I had for my 
friend and asked her if this 
was more than friendship. Our 
conversations assured me that I 
had romantic feelings. 

Realizing that I had a 
crush on a girl was difficult for 
me because I had been taught 
that this is not normal. I grew 
up in a religious and rather 
conservative household and I 
knew that my mother and other 
relatives were homophobic. So 
naturally I was scared to talk to 
my family about this. I hoped 
that it was just a phase that 
would go away eventually and 
tried to hide my sexuality.

I never talked about it 
with anyone besides my online friend until I 
was 16. Of course I was also too scared to tell 
the girl I had a crush on that I had feelings for 
her because I thought she would laugh at me or 
tell everyone at school about it. 

When I was 16, a good friend of mine 

“Not being 
able to 
share my 
relationship 
with those 
closest to 
me was a 
very painful 
experience, 
but the 
relationship 
itself 
reassured me 
that I am a 
lesbian. 

Coming out:
a work in process
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RECKONING
A DAY OF
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It was early morning 
in Addis Ababa. My then 
girlfriend, who was spending 
the night at my house, and I 
were cuddling in bed when we 
heard my brother saying some 
version of good morning as he 
approached the bedroom door. 
I then heard a double knock 
followed by the turning of the 
knob. I had forgotten to lock 
the door. My girlfriend, who 
knows my brother, freaked out 
when the door opened and 
she dived under the blankets 
and pulled me with her. She 
pleaded with me to quietly 
stay under the covers. I did as 
she asked. 

Her shoes, her 
handbag and her clothes were 
on the sofa in the bedroom 
and, given that I lean more 
towards the butch scale, none 
of those items could have 
been mistaken as mine by my 
brother. I imagine my brother 
was standing at the bedroom 
door as I didn’t hear him move 
into the room or chatter as 
he usually does. I heard the 
door closing after what felt 
like hours but was probably 
at most a minute. After a 
few minutes of stillness, my 
girlfriend asked me to lock 
the door and we stayed in the 
room for a couple of hours 
because she wanted to make 
sure my brother was truly 
gone from the house. 

Despite my continued 
reassurance and days after he 
caught us in bed, she worried 
that he might forcefully take 
us to church for some holy 
intervention or that he might 
inform her family or blame her 
for corrupting me or report 
us to the police or … she 
kept imagining many other 
scenarios. 

His not taking any 
actions led her to new 
questions and worries. 
She thought I was hiding 
something from her. She 
thought that he must have 
said something but that I was 
trying to protect her from 
the pain and thus not telling 
her. It took a while for me to 
convince her that he really had 
not said anything. 

Then she moved on 
to more questions. She asked 
if I had previously come out 
to my brother. I told her that 
while I assume he knows or at 
least suspects that I have never 
had an open discussion with 
him. 

For days, she kept 
waiting for the other shoes to 
drop. Nothing happened. My 
brother did not change how he 
treated either one of us.  

She finally asked how 
it is possible for an Ethiopian 
brother to find his sister in bed 
with another woman and not 
act in some violent way. 

I don’t know about 
other brothers, I told her, but I 
know that my brother would 
never react with violence - 
verbal or physical - towards 
me or my queerness. 

I explained that while 
I have never come out to my 
brother and while I also have 
not expended extensive energy 
towards hiding who I am from 
him, I know one thing for sure: 
He will always have my back. 
This is the essence of family 
for me. Support, love and 
respect for each other. And 
I know this is a value that I 
share with my brother. 

I did not need to 
verbalize my queerness to 
my brother. I did not need to 
defend it. It was not something 

“She finally 
asked how 
it is possible 
for an 
Ethiopian 
brother to 
find his sister 
in bed with 
another 
woman and 
not act in 
some violent 
way. 
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that needed to be explained. I 
was simply me and I lived my 
life without any apologies. 

If my brother needed 
any explanation or proof that I 
was not heterosexual, finding 
me in bed with another 
woman was all the explanation 
that he received, at that 
point anyway. I would have 
preferred to have introduced 
him to my girlfriend but I 
needed to respect her wishes. 

Her anxiety about 
my brother possibly doing or 
saying something seemed to 
be at the forefront of her mind 
even months later. While I 
expected a certain amount of 
anxiety, fear and concern due 
to the virulent homophobia 
in Ethiopia,  I could not fully 
make sense of her reactions 
and hesitancy to be reassured 
even as my brother’s actions, 
or inactions, spoke volumes.  

Her family was 
homophobic and our 
relationship was thus 
shrouded in secrecy. Her 
family had suspicions 
about our relationship and 
preferred that we not spend 
time together. We continued 
dating despite their wishes 
and we were careful to hide 
our relationship from her 
family which meant she had 
to pretend that we rarely saw 
each other.  

One particular evening, 
I had picked her up from 
work for dinner and then we 
aimlessly drove around the 
city until a little before 11 pm. 
As our evening was coming 
to an end, she suggested 
that she call a male friend of 
hers to take her home. We 
were always careful about 
the frequency of my taking 
her home due to her family’s 

wishes that she stay away 
from me. I thought her family 
would not be outside their 
house this late in the evening 
so the caution seemed like an 
overkill but I didn’t want to 
stand in the way of her being 
cautious. 

She called me the next 
day and with fear in her voice 
told me that my not taking her 
home was perhaps an almost 
life saving action. She said her 
brothers, with the blessing of 
her sisters and parents, had 
been waiting when she got out 
of her friend’s car. They had 
rocks with them. And they 
told her they were waiting 
to catch us red-handed as I 
dropped her off.  

And, in that instant, 
her worry about my brother 
finally made sense. Regardless 
of the acceptance my brother 
showed us - albeit silently - by 
letting me, and by extension 
her, live our lives in the way 
that we saw fit, she was simply 
not able to make space for his 
openness and acceptance. 

She saw her brothers in 
my brother. I thought of how 
I would have been greeted 
by rocks at her house and 
finally understood how being 
welcomed with open arms 
at mine could prove to be so 
confusing. 

The time my brother 
walked in on us was the last 
time she spent the night at 
our house and perhaps it 
was the start of the demise 
of our relationship although 
we stayed together for a few 
years after that. She retreated 
even deeper into the closet 
and I could see the toll that 
her internalized homophobia 
and the stress her family was 
putting her through played on 

“The day 
my brother 
found me 
in bed with 
another 
woman thus 
proved to 
be a positive 
coming out 
experience.

her and our relationship.  
I, on the other hand, 

learned to appreciate my 
brother and the rest of my 
family even more. It took 
time but it also somewhat 
informed my decision to have 
long and open discussions 
with my siblings, nieces and 
nephews about my sexuality. 
It was comforting to know 
that even in my silence and 
without articulation, I had 
the acceptance of my brother 
but the need for visibility 
was made clear that day by 
her brother’s and her family 
violence. 

The day my brother 
found me in bed with 
another woman thus proved 
to be a positive coming out 
experience: A day of reckoning 
and appreciation for his 
humanity that simply refused 
to buy into the hatred of 
Ethiopian society.
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Cultivating
self-acceptance
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I was born and raised 
in one of the regional cities. It 
was just my mother and I in 
the house; my father passed 
away when I was two years 
old and my mother never 
remarried so I don’t have any 
siblings.

I started realizing that I 
was different from my friends 
when I was around 16 years 
old. At the time, I didn’t know 
anything about homosexuality 
so I was not worried. I had a 
very close friend and when I 
realized that the love I had for 
her was beyond friendship, 
I started worrying and I 
distanced myself from her. But 
that did not change anything. I 
was still anxious about it and I 
couldn’t focus on my studies.

Then I thought, maybe 
if I get a boyfriend this thing 
will disappear so I finally said 
yes to one of the boys who 
would always ask me to be 
with him. He treated me well 
and respected me. He took 
every opportunity to show me 
that he loved me.

I tried very hard to 
love him but outside of having 
respect and a non-romantic 
love for him, I could not feel 
any romantic feelings for him. 
When he would try to kiss me 
or do more than that, I would 
be disgusted. I almost felt 
like I was having sex with my 
mom’s son.

We remained together 
in this dynamic for a little 
while. Eventually, he started 
understanding that I didn’t 
love him, and I got tired of 
pretending. I was completely 
unhappy. I was very conflicted 
over the lies I was telling him. 
Then I ended it. 

And still, nothing 
changed. My girlfriend kept 
asking me why I stopped 
being her friend and if she had 
done anything to upset me. 
Her questions were unsettling 
and because I was so close to 
her, I decided to tell her how 
I truly felt about her. I finally 
told her.

My life after that was 
chaos. My friend didn’t just 
hate me but she was revolted 
by me. She warned me to stay 
away from her or she would 
tell the rest of our class and 
would get me kicked out of 
school. I could not focus on 
learning after that. I was in the 
10th grade and three months 
into the school year. I couldn’t 
focus on anything. I was afraid 
of going to school.

I told my mom that I 
couldn’t go to school anymore 
and because I wanted to 
work and help her, I cried 
and begged her to send me to 
Arab ager (to Gulf states or the 
Middle East). She said okay 
and borrowed money from 
her sister to send me overseas. 
I worked for a year and 
returned to Ethiopia because 
my mental health was not in a 
good place. 

In Addis Ababa, I 
found a place that recited 
the Quran. Without going 
into details, I told my mom 
that I was stressed and/
or depressed. I had them 
recite the Quran for two 
months consistently, but my 
feelings (attraction to women) 
remained unchanged, and I 
was in a terrible state of mind. 
I cannot describe how much I 
hated myself.

When I realized that 

Cultivating
self-acceptance

“My life after 
that was 
chaos. My 
friend didn’t 
just hate 
me but she 
was revolted 
by me. She 
warned me 
to stay away 
from her or 
she would 
tell the rest 
of our class 
and would 
get me 
kicked out of 
school. 
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I would live with a constant 
feeling of being dirty, I was 
overwhelmed. I thought about 
killing myself many times, but 
knowing my mom had no one 
but me kept me from doing it.

After three months, I 
wanted to try again and I got 
another boyfriend. I didn’t 
have any romantic feelings for 
him. After a while, the elders 
were sent and I got engaged. 
I was still wholly unhappy. 
At night, I would cry alone. 
I couldn’t tell him. The stress 
kept getting worse and I did 
not want to ruin his life too so 
I decided to leave him before 
we got married.

After separating with 
him, I began asking myself, 
“What is wrong with me? 
Why was I created to be this 
way?” I kept thinking about 
it from different perspectives 
and I realized that it wasn’t 
my fault; that if God/the 
Creator made me to be this 
way, then he is the one who 
should answer for his actions. 
But then again, God doesn’t 
make mistakes, right? Maybe 
the way I am is not a mistake? 
And are there others like 
me? These questions kept 
proliferating in my mind. I 
wanted to learn more about 
my attraction for women but 
I didn’t have anyone to talk 
to about it. Who could I ask 
the questions I had? How do 
I ask? How do I verbalize to 
someone else something that 
disgusts me to even think 
about? 

In the midst of this, 
I became pregnant and my 
focus shifted to my pregnancy. 
My mother was very happy 
when she found out and our 
conversations became all 
about babies. I gave birth to 

my twin children. I stopped 
seeing the father of my 
children and he didn’t want 
anything to do with me after 
that, so I had to raise my kids 
alone. I need to work to care 
for them. For that reason, I 
left them with my mom when 
they were three-months old 
and came back to Arab Ager. 

The journey to self-
acceptance started when I 
came here. Because I had as 
much access to the internet 
as I needed, I started reading 
about my attraction to women.  
I was elated to find out that 
there were many people like 
me. I still didn’t accept that 
my being a lesbian was OK; I 
just felt that I wasn’t the only 
one who had this problem. 
It was comforting in a small 
way.

I then started watching 
same-sex loving couples; I was 
confused by how comfortable 
they were. I used to be baffled 
and think, “How could they 
be this public as if this was a 
good thing?” One day, I saw 
one man saying that people 
choose to be gay and that 
it’s an issue of choice. I think 
that video gave me a bit of 
clarity because I knew  how 
wrong that man was. I never 
wanted to be a lesbian and 
neither did I choose to be a 
lesbian. I know this deeply. So 
why would I hate myself for 
something that I never chose 
to be?

On top of that, one 
of the thoughts that makes 
me hate myself is that God 
is repulsed by me, but why 
would He be repulsed after 
He himself made me this way? 
After all, if He didn’t want me 
to be this way then why didn’t 
He act when I desperately 

“The journey 
to self-
acceptance 
started 
when I came 
here [to the 
Middle East]. 
Because I 
had as much 
access to 
the internet 
as I needed, 
I started 
reading 
about my 
attraction to 
women.  
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begged Him to change me? He 
must not want me to change. 
I believe that God does not 
make mistakes, so He chose 
and wanted me to be this way 
- He did not make a mistake. 
After this realization, I began 
focusing on how to create 
peace within myself instead of 
thinking about how to change 
myself. 

I began exposing 
myself to different 
perspectives, writings and 
videos around same-sex 
attraction. Slowly but surely I 
began believing that there was 
nothing wrong with me; that 
the feeling I have for women 
is just as healthy and pure as 
the love one woman would 
have for a man.

But one more question 
remained unanswered. 
Why do most people in the 
world say that being gay is a 
sin, and why do we, as gay 
people, hate ourselves this 
much? After much reading 
and watching many videos, 
what I understand is that 
since humans started living 
on Earth, many cultures have 
hosted different religions 
and thoughts. Some of these 
thoughts and religions have 
been discarded as they 
proved themselves to be more 
harmful than useful. Those 
that are useful for the majority 
become more popular and 
visible. 

There was a time when 
it was popular to believe that 
the Earth was flat until a time 
when it was proven that it was 
not flat. The trend is the same 
for the belief that being gay 
is a sin and/or an illness. In 
today’s world, many people 
are starting to understand that 
being gay is not a sin or an 

illness and as a result same-
sex couples are living more 
freely in many places.

We only hated 
ourselves because we have 
always heard that it was a 
sin and believed what we 
were told. It is so difficult 
and stressful to hate who you 
are. Nothing feels better than 
having that burden be lifted 
off of you. 

Today, I don’t hate 
myself; I actually am very 
proud of myself. It makes 
me proud to see myself past 
all the self-hate and living 
with internal peace. It is easy 
for heterosexual people to 
hate those who are same-sex 
loving. I don’t have any future 
plans regarding my identity; 
I’ve gotten past the hard part. 

I would be so happy 
if - by some miracle - we had 
the opportunity to live as our 
true selves in our own country 
and I found a woman I could 
call my own and be with her, 
freely. I don’t think I have the 
capacity to have a secret lover.

So what I want to 
do regarding the future is 
to teach my children not to 
have the perspective that the 
majority of Ethiopians have, 
and to help them have a well-
informed perspective on the 
topic.

One of the things that 
make me happy about being 
a lesbian  is when I imagine 
a scenario in which one of 
my kids tells me he’s gay, 
and I accept him happily and 
reassure him that I love him 
just as much as my son who 
isn’t gay. 

I still have not told 
anyone and no one knows that 
I am living while holding this 
truth inside.

“I would be so 
happy if - by 
some miracle 
- we had the 
opportunity 
to live as our 
true selves 
in our own 
country 
and I found 
a woman I 
could call 
my own and 
be with her, 
freely.
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We often meet for coffee after she 
gets off of work. Sometimes we stay out 
for dinner before going our separate 
ways. We walk the streets of Piassa and 
Arat Kilo, talking and laughing about 
everything under the sun.

Mournings
Celebrations

Losing a friend, Gaining my self

&
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We schedule movie 
nights and spend the night 
watching a film and talking. 
My family knows her and her 
family knows me. Our lives 
are so thoroughly intertwined 
that we have already 
decided to be each other’s 
bridesmaids.

Whenever either one 
of us has some news, we share 
it with each other before we 
share it with anyone else. We 
spend days seamlessly talking 
about serious things while 
making each other laugh. We 
have similar understandings 
of the issues surrounding 
women’s rights and we spend 
a lot of time talking about 
and condemning oppression. 
We leave the city and have 
wonderful vacations together. 
All to say, we are friends who 
love each other very much. 

Even though we have 
been friends for many years, 
I did not tell her that I am 
a lesbian. While the fear is 
always there, the internal 
struggle for acceptance 
coupled with the fact that I 
had a “boyfriend” at the time 
made it seem unnecessary to 
tell her. She knew him and we 
all have spent time together. 
After trying to make it work 
with this “boyfriend” for 
years, we finally broke up 
due to some reason. During 
the last few years of the 
relationship, I was dealing 
with a heavy internal struggle. 
It was hard meeting with 
Betty all the time without 
being able to talk to her about 
what I was going through.

When she would 
tell me about the men she 
was meeting with, I would 
make up stories and lie to 
her. The feeling of guilt was 

overwhelming.
Soon after I got out of 

that romantic relationship, 
I started my journey of self-
acceptance. Leaving behind 
years of trying and failing to 
change it, I finally began to 
surrender to and accept my 
attraction to women.

I began to think and 
would quietly tell myself, “It’s 
OK. You are a lesbian.” Betty 
did not know any of this was 
happening. She did not know 
that when I am with a man, I 
don’t feel a natural feeling of 
attraction, that I get tired, and 
that I prefer not seeing him at 
all.

She doesn’t know that 
there were many moments 
in which a woman stole my 
heart. We continue hanging 
out and asking each other 
about our days. I laugh 
as though there is no big 
question about my life. I 
endure sleepless nights and 
repeat my days. 

I don’t know what 
made me do it. I told Betty to 
meet me after work and went 
to our usual meet-up cafe to 
wait for her. My hands and 
feet are shaking and my heart 
keeps racing.

I start panicking, 
“Where do I start?!” And then 
I self-soothe, “No, it’s fine - 
I’ll just talk naturally”. Betty 
hugged me. My heart is racing 
again.

She saw that I was 
nervous and asked, “Why are 
you nervous?” I didn’t answer 
her. While we waited for our 
orders to come, I fought back 
tears and said, “I am going 
to tell you something”. Why 
does one fear their best friend 
this way? Why does she feel 
like a stranger to me right 

“... I fought 
back tears 
and said, “I 
am going 
to tell you 
something”. 
Why does 
one fear 
their best 
friend this 
way? Why 
does she 
feel like a 
stranger to 
me right 
now?
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now? I could feel my body 
heating up. 

“Samriye are you 
okay?” 

Where do I start?! 
 “You’re making me 

nervous...what happened to 
you?”

The words stumbled 
out of me, “I don’t think 
I can date men...” But she 
didn’t let me finish. “You 
just got out of a relationship 
… take your time.” My eyes 
wandered from her hair to 
the kids sitting at other tables; 
I couldn’t meet her gaze. 
“Betiye, I am attracted to 
women. And I’ve known this 
for a long time”.

The way her 
expression changed warned 
me not to continue. Her face 
turned red and she stayed 
quiet for a few minutes. The 
expression of shock and 
disapproval on her face scared 
me all over again. My heart 
broke.

The macchiatos 
remained untouched and the 
silence between us settled 
before she said, “Ende? What 
do you mean? Just because 
your relationship didn’t work 
out with Thomas doesn’t 
mean you aren’t attracted 
to men”. “Bettiye, it’s not 
like that -’’ she cut me off 
again. “Just because different 
relationships didn’t work 
out, why are you jumping to 
this conclusion? I don’t even 
know what to say.” I lowered 
my voice and told her, “I am a 
lesbian.”

She chuckled, “I 
don’t accept this”. We went 
back and forth, and I tried 
to explain but  I couldn’t 
make her understand. I don’t 
remember how we said 

goodbye. I went home and 
cried for a while. What does 
friendship even mean? I spent 
a long time thinking about 
everything.

She kept sending 
messages that said she was 
hurt by what I told her. She 
didn’t ask any questions. Nor 
did she listen. Instead, she 
told me that I was a sinner 
and that I needed to go back 
to who I was.

I would read these 
messages and delete them 
so I didn’t have to read 
them again. After all, they 
weren’t the messages asking, 
“Samriye, where are we 
going to hang out today?” 
They broke my heart. I never 
doubted that she would accept 
me, let alone listen to me not 
only because we loved each 
other, but because she had 
a strong stance on women’s 
rights.

I told her everything I 
felt in the last message I wrote 
to her. I focused on asking 
“What kind of friendship 
leaves no room for listening?” 
“How does sharing my 
identity make you this way 
after loving each other for 
so many years?” She did not 
respond. 

After that last 
message, I disappeared from 
our regular haunts. I slowly 
distanced myself from our 
common friends. It was not 
easy to lose a friend I loved 
so dearly. It hurt in a way 
that was hard to describe to 
someone.

When I think about it 
today, I am glad I told her and 
that the friendship ended.  At 
the end of the day, being able 
to choose oneself will always 
be worth it.

“It was not 
easy to lose a 
friend I loved 
so dearly. 
... I am glad 
I told her 
and that the 
friendship 
ended.  At 
the end of 
the day, 
being able 
to choose 
oneself will 
always be 
worth it.
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Cozy
Closet

“My closet is cozier than the living room”
“Will you ever come 

out?” a simple question 
with a complicated answer. 
One of my friends asks me 
this question from time to 
time while using different 
scenarios. “What if you fall in 
love with women, will you tell 
your family?” or “What if you 
leave the country, will you live 
openly?” and to be quite frank, 
I don’t really know the answer.

I “came out” to my 
best friends a year and a half 

ago between bites of pizza in 
the middle of a conversation 
about dating. I said  “By the 
way, I may be bi, I don’t know, 
I just know I like girls. I think 
I’m very confused about it,” 
I remember their response to 
this day and it is not because it 
was anything dramatic. They 
didn’t tell me how they still 
love me and how this changes 
nothing between us, nor 
did they act in the opposite 
way and try to tell me it’s 

wrong. They just accepted the 
news and the conversation 
continued. This is the one and 
only time I have ever come out 
and it was a risk-free situation. 
I have known my friends for 
more than a decade, I knew 
what their response would 
be. I knew their politics, and I 
knew where they stood. This 
is also the reason I came out to 
only half of the friend group, 
the other half still doesn’t 
know I am bisexual nor will 
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they for the foreseeable future. 
My father will also 

never know my sexuality if I 
have any say about it. I made 
this decision a while ago. 
Once during a conversation, I 
asked my father how he feels 
about LGBTQ+ people after 
seeing a gay couple in the 
movie we were watching and 
he answered, “It’s OK. I don’t 
blame them. it’s not their fault, 
it’s the devil. It can be cured if 
they go to the monastery, stay 
there for three months and 
get treated with holy water”. 
That was the only time that 
I ever brought up this issue 
and I made the decision right 
there that I will never come 
out to him knowing that if I 
do, I will end up in chains in 
a monastery in the middle of 
nowhere.

Coming out is a very 
personal journey. It’s full of 
agonizing decisions, none of 
them to be taken too lightly. 
And sometimes it’s a privilege 
stripped from many where 
their identity is exposed like 
an open nerve against their 
wishes. But when I think of 
coming out in Ethiopia I think 
of it as a high-risk, low reward 
gamble. In our conservative 
nation, every queer person is 
familiar with the response of 
the majority to the mere idea 
of our existence. Not only is 
the hate towards LGBTQ+ 
people alive and well, but it’s 
also protected by culture and 
religion, and most importantly 
the law. Therefore, not only 
do we have to think about 
the psychological effects of 
the response on us, but we 
also have to think of the 
forthcoming consequences 
on our life. Coming out could 
cost us our freedom in several 

ways. Because not only are 
you coming out as a queer 
person, you will be coming 
out as a criminal in the eyes of 
the law for who you love or 
who you are. It could cost us 
our lives and have a negative 
effect on our income, social 
standing and/or health. So 
we need to ask ourselves this 
very real and painful question: 
What are the risks to coming 
out and will they be worth it? 
I say that they are not and you 
may have different answers 
and I wish with all my heart 
that you are correct, but I fear 
you may not be.

If you are a young 
Ethiopian queer person and 
if you were to ask me how 
and when you should come 

out, my immediate response 
would be DON’T. I know this 
response is born out of fear but 
I also know that the dangers 
behind that fear are real and 
significant. However, if you 
are insistent on coming out I 
would advise having a backup 
plan including your own 
independent source of income 
such as a place to live and you 
should get support and advice 
from those who have gone 
through the process. Your 
safety takes more priority than 
visibility, taking up your space 
and being out and proud. All 
these things only matter for as 
long as you are here, healthy 
and alive. So my first advice is 
to always stay safe and alive, 
everything else comes after 
that.

Personally, I have 
chosen not to come out and 
to stay “in the closet”, as they 
say. But I want to make my 
closet comfortable, I want to 
make it my safe space and not 
a hiding spot. A place where 
my friends can come in and 
visit, where I can live my life 
the way I wish, where I can 
throw dance parties in my 
closet, where I can kiss a cute 
girl , and wear my bi pride 
mask on the streets of Addis 
because as long as everyone is 
concerned, it’s just a colorful 
mask. I live freely and exist 
as who I am in the privacy of 
my closet. So that’s what I am 
trying to do by making my 
coming out a selective, safe 
process where I avoid any 
possible harm to me. With the 
hope one day that I will be free 
to safely come out, but until 
that day the door to my closet 
will be ajar to all who want 
to come in with love in their 
hearts.

“Your safety 
takes more 
priority than 
visibility, 
taking up 
your space 
and being 
out and 
proud. All 
these things 
only matter 
for as long as 
you are here, 
healthy and 
alive. 
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Notes from an ally
a slow, steady journey to acceptance

We always have people in our lives 
who point us in directions that are useful and 
new. They are the ones who take stands that 
are outside what the community, the family 
and those around us find acceptable. They 
make their homes beyond fences that have 
been erected to prevent us from thinking in 
new ways. They guide us on a path where no 
one has ever walked. The world is filled with 
new and endless ideas and sometimes we 
meet these people who open our minds to new 
possibilities.

I remember that I was pregnant with 
my second child. My pregnancy made me 
lazier than ever; It was a time when I hated 
physical activity and was thus spending a lot of 

time in bed browsing social media. As a result, 
I had many talented friends from different 
backgrounds. It was a good group of people 
and a platform that allowed me to pick out 
what I didn’t like.

One day, I was shocked to see a picture 
of a man with a beautiful straight nose wearing 
black stockings and high heels and he was 
recommended under the “people you may 
know” feature. Homosexuality was one of 
those topics I did not want to hear about or 
pay much attention to. It was a topic that I had 
shelved in the back of my mind, one that I did 
not want to interrogate although it was also not 
a topic that I had not completely erased from 
my mind. Even when watching one my favorite 
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sides?”  and was about 
to leave the page when it 
occurred to me that I must 
also be friends with some 
other people from his circle 
for his name to come up as a 
suggestion. I wondered who 
we had in common with this 
man. Who do we know in 
common, why is he in my 
timeline? I immediately began 
to see our common friends 
and I had no issues blocking 
or unfriending them because 
they were people that I did 
not know. Except for one 
person. I just could not take a 
similar action with this person. 
This man is one of the most 
influential people I have ever 
known. He was someone 
I knew closely. I respected 
him and loved his writing so 
much that I closely followed 
him. Many questions began 
to flow through my mind. 
My mind kept wandering 
and I started piecing together 
the things I knew about him 
and was almost convinced 

that he was gay. But I did not 
want to accept it. I realized 
at some point that it was not 
a topic that I could easily 
move beyond. So I wanted to 
contact the person to confirm 
my suspicions. I am not a 
good writer. I could only write 
short and unfiltered thoughts 
but writing was something 
that connected me to him and 
so I used this as a reason to 
communicate with him. I sent 
him something that I wrote 
and asked him to review it for 
me.

He didn’t let me 
down. He read what I sent 
him and the feedback he gave 
me indicated that he had 
truly invested a lot of energy 
and time to give me detailed 
feedback. His comments were 
so extensive that they even 
included corrections on my 
punctuation usage. And he did 
all this in a very short time. 
I was stingy with expressing 
my gratitude to him because I 
really did not want to believe 
that he was a good person. 
So, I sent him a thank you 
message that did not match 
his generosity both with his 
time and his knowledge. I 
now realize that I was actively 
looking for a character flow. 
Then, I started torturing 
myself with questions directed 
at myself.

“Okay, what if, as per 
your assumption, he is gay? 
What does it have to do with 
your life?” I asked myself.

“Nothing … I don’t 
know … of course, it is related. 
You are about to become a 
mom. A mom to a son. It 
is, of course, always your 
responsibility to provide 
satisfactory answers to any 
questions that arise. Paving 

sitcoms Modern Family, I 
would just laugh with my 
favorite couple - Cameron 
and Mitchell - and not connect 
what I watched in the sitcom 
with the real lives of gays and 
lesbians. To be honest, I buried 
some aspects of my thoughts, 
the parts  that could best be 
described as “disgust” at gays 
and lesbians. But for the most 
part, I did not feel strongly 
- positively or negatively 
- about homosexuality. I 
had just never really deeply 
explored my feelings around 
homosexuality.

It had never occurred 
to me that an Ethiopian who is 
a lesbian or a gay man would 
fight against our culture 
and religion, then accept 
themselves as they are and 
come out on social media. 
That was not something that 
I envisioned as a possibility. 
As soon as I saw the man’s 
profile, I felt sorry for him 
as if he was ill. I felt sad and 
said something like, “What’s 
wrong with him?”

I went into his profile 
and started looking around. 
It had a lot of photos. In 
some of the photos, he was 
wearing make-up, in others 
he was wearing a dress, 
he was also pictured in a 
skirt and in a pair of high 
heels. He even had videos in 
which he was speaking in a 
woman’s voice and acting like 
a woman. But most of all, I 
was saddened to see him take 
part in a gay demonstration 
holding an Ethiopian flag. The 
demonstration was outside 
of Ethiopia and I felt that he 
was insulting my country. I 
had never had nationalistic 
feelings, so I scolded myself 
by saying, “Why am I taking 

“What if it 
were my 
brother or 
my sister? 
What if it 
were my 
son? Would I 
keep silent? 
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the road for others and 
cleaning out the weed is an 
assignment that all of us have 
to undertake. Do your own 
homework!” This was my 
answer to my own questions 
and I kept chastising myself.

I believe in energy. 
I can easily read someone’s 
positive or negative energy. 
There are those whose energy 
is so heavy that it almost 
requires an army to carry it. 
And there are those whose 
energy is simple, free, kind 
and energetic. Although I 
did not know this person 
personally, I felt that our 
spiritual relationship with 
each other was easy and open. 
He was also not offended 
that I had not thanked him 
properly which showed me 
that he was not egotistical. 
So I inboxed him to discuss 
something random and we 
talked a lot. I realized that 
we had a lot in common and 
I deliberately refrained from 
bringing up the main topic 
I wanted to address, but we 
talked for a long time bringing 
up various topics. One day I 
summoned enough courage to 
ask him for a cup of coffee. He 
accepted and even offered to 
make me coffee at his home.

Except for the minor 
detail of his not yet confirming 
by explicitly saying “Yes, I 
am gay,” I was so convinced 
that he was gay that I was 
not even afraid of going to 
his house. Also, the fact that I 
was pregnant and that we had 
developed an easy friendship 
assured me that I would be 
safe at his home. Thus, I had 
no hesitation about going to 
his home.

When I arrived at his 
home, he greeted me warmly. 

We talked a lot and when we 
started talking about movies, 
I deliberately brought up 
movies that had gay characters 
and talked about how there 
seemed to be a plethora of gay 
couples in current movies. He 
replied by saying, “No, in fact, 
I think the inclusion of gay 
people has come very slowly. 
Their inclusion should actually 
not be limited to movies, the 
world should have accepted 
them and should let them 
live their lives according to 
their preferences. This is a 
natural right. What surprises 
me is even now when they 
try to raise awareness about 
homosexuality and try to 
push for acceptance,  they 
only use men. What about 
lesbians? This is astonishing. 
This a new form of gender 
discrimination!” He was 
giving me new ideas and 
topics to think about even 
as I was not yet finished 
processing his initial ideas.

He then started talking 
to me about the history of 
homosexuality from the 
Biblical times starting in 
Genesis to how our forefathers 
used to rape younger boys 
during times of war to the 
book Sebategew Melak authored 
by Sebehat Gebre-Egziabher. 
We talked for a long time as 
we slowly sipped our coffee. 
And he also talked to me 
about his personal life that 
rendered my assumption 
about his sexuality false.

When I went home 
that day, I borrowed Sebehat’s 
book and a new me was 
struggling to come to the 
surface.

Ayele Nebro is one of 
the characters in the book. He 
is an angry man who deeply 

hates the society that he grew 
up in, who keeps his distance 
from women and is filled 
with unhealthy and negative 
emotions. He went to France 
for his studies and spent all 
his spare time arguing about 
politics. One of his friends, a 
Yemeni man named Yassin, 
was the only one who knew 
that Ayele was attracted to 
men. When Ayele found 
out that Yassin knew about 
his same-sex attractions, he 
became angry. He would 
constantly lose his temper, 
he became stressed and he 
eventually became depressed 
as a result of not accepting 
himself. His loneliness was 
distressing. Due to society’s 
lack of knowledge and his 
inability to accept himself, he 
dies a lonely man. 

I remember thinking, 
what if it were someone I 
knew? What if it were my 
brother or my sister? What if 
it were my son? Would I keep 
silent? Is there anything that is 
more important than my son? 
Is there any idea that I would 
not try to make sense of if it 
involved my son’s wellbeing? 
I know that there isn’t.

“You Habesha people 
hate and despise men loving 
men so much that the average 
Habesha man thinks of it as a 
sin, as a disgrace, as disgusting  
and shameful”.  This is a quote 
from Sebategew Melak.

I thought a lot about 
the book. After this book, 
I decided not to say that I 
know enough about any topic. 
Nature is vast and we only 
know a very limited amount. 
I began to feel that we had a 
vast universe that we did not 
know and had not yet fully 
explored.
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love,
outings & fear
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“Tell your wife to give 
me my money.”

My girlfriend had 
received a call from someone 
with whom I worked with 
for five years and with whom 
my working relationship was 
ending. She was crying so 
hard that I barely understood 
what she was saying and I 
stayed on the phone with 
her until I could get to where 
she was. When I arrived 
fifteen minutes later, she was 
distraught, unable to stop 
shaking and crying.

I could not hold her. I 
could not provide the physical 
warmth and support that she 
needed and that I wanted 
to give her. Two women 
embracing for an extended 
period during that situation 
would have drawn attention 
and that was the last thing we 
needed at that moment. We 
drove to a cafe that offered 
service in the car, ordered tea 
that we had no intention of 
drinking but that we needed 
to order in order to be able 
to park in that quiet area and 
I was trying to understand 
exactly what had transpired.

A man I worked 
with and to whom I was 

not out had called her to 
deliver a message to me. The 
implications of his words were 
clear. In essence, he was telling 
her that he knew we were in a 
relationship and unless I did 
as he requested, our well-
being was in danger. No queer 
person who lives in Ethiopia 
would take the risk of being 
outed lightly.

We both knew the 
person who called her very 
well. I had worked with him 
for about five years, we knew 
each other’s families well 
before we started working 
together and were often 
mistaken for being siblings, 
something we both didn’t 
bother correcting all that often. 
Our working relationship 
had come to an end due to 
something unethical that he 
had done and he felt that his 
severance pay was not being 
calculated in a fair manner. 
My stand that severance pay 
is not about “fairness” but 
about numbers calculated in 
accordance with the Labor 
Proclamation of Ethiopia was 
just not getting through to 
him.

A few days before he 
called her, he had refused to 

“In essence, he was telling her that 
he knew we were in a relationship 
and unless I did as he requested, 
our well-being was in danger.
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take his severance pay, had 
threatened me and walked 
out. I had been waiting for 
him to cool down and come 
back to his senses to settle the 
matter. Despite his threat, I 
had not expected the call to 
my girlfriend. In fact, I had 
not even told her about our 
disagreement - although I did 
mention to her that his days at 
the company were ending - as 
I did not really think it was 
that much of a big deal. 

She knew him well 
as he was almost always my 
lunch date and she would 
sometimes join our lunch or 
have coffee/tea with us after 
lunch. I thought my girlfriend 
and I were careful and that 
we had acted in ways that did 
not give us away: No holding 
hands, no lingering looks, 

no finishing each other’s 
sentences. We had avoided 
being anything but two good 
female friends. What gave us 
away? I guess you cannot hide 
love, no matter how much you 
try. In this case, our inability 
to hide our love was to our 
detriment. 

The two of us sat in 
that car for hours: I watched 
her cry and tried to calm her 
down through words alone 
and she was inconsolable 
in her fear and anguish. My 
heart was breaking both due 
to my inability to hold her 
and comfort her in ways that 
mattered and also due to the 
guilt about the predicament 
that I had put her in.

I kept reassuring her 
that we would find a solution 
although, to be honest, at that 
point my rather pacifist self 
was ready to lash out at him 
and cause him bodily harm. 
But more importantly, I was 
angry with myself. How did 
I miss this character flow? 
How did I think of this guy 
as almost family? What was I 
thinking when I kept inviting 
her to join us  for tea and 
coffee with this guy? How did 
I let him into my life beyond 
an acquaintance level? 

Of course, none of this 
lamenting was going to solve 
the problem on hand. After 
she had calmed down enough 
to be able to talk, I started to 
lay out a suggestion about 
what I thought we should do. 
She stopped me mid sentence 
and said, “Please just pay him 
whatever he wants.”

I understood her fear. 
And wanted to give in. But 
agreeing to be blackmailed 
had my blood boiling. I 
needed to step back and 

reflect. I prided myself as 
being ethical and as someone 
who lived their life with 
integrity. So the idea of giving 
in to such unethical behavior 
felt like a small death. 

She knew me well 
enough to know that her 
suggestion would not sit well 
with me so she pleaded with 
me. I was not scared about 
being outed to my family since 
most of them already knew 
and I knew that I had their 
support. For her, being outed 
to family was not an option: 
They were a typical Ethiopian 
family who expected her to be 
married to a man and have a 
million kids by the time she 
reached 30. I was ready to 
risk everything I held dear to 
right this injustice, including 
refusing to abide by his 
threat and moving outside of 
Ethiopia if need be.

Her fear was real and 
immediate. She feared for her 
life. 

My fear was just real. I 
feared what this would do to 
my aspiration to be a decent 
human being who valued 
principles more than fear.

In the end, I gave in 
to her fear. And paid him 
from my own pocket. And 
went to his family to issue a 
blanket statement about how 
he should stay the fuck away 
from my life. He took the 
money and stayed the fuck 
away. 

To this day, I beat 
myself up for selling my 
integrity. But I guess that is a 
price one pays when one lives 
in a country where love is a 
crime and slitting someone’s 
throat in broad daylight is 
considered heroic and loving 
your country.

“I understood 
her fear. And 
wanted to 
give in. But 
agreeing 
to be 
blackmailed 
had my 
blood boiling. 
I needed to 
step back 
and reflect. 
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How would your family react if
you were to come out to them?

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

Nati Nathy (translation)

I think it would be very difficult in our country. 
For example, if I were to come out to my mom 
she would wonder what it is that she has done 
wrong in order for me to have become gay. She 
would not think that my gayness is natural. I am 
not saying this without precedent. Whenever 
something happens, like if I get sick or if I 
get depressed, the first thing she asks is what 
mistakes she has made that has led to the Creator 
punishing her through her child. But mothers 
know a lot about their kids and she may pretend 
like she does not know but I think she knows. 
I would rather die than tell her because I don’t 
want to cause her any stress. But if someone 
from my family were to ask me, I would have 
no problems telling them. I am not suggesting 
that I would not pause and think about the 
consequences before I tell them. If I think the 
consequences would be dire, I may not even say 
anything. This is my personal opinion.

Layaschle Aystem (translation)

Coming out to them comes with heavy 
responsibility; if I were to tell my mom that I am 
gay, her first question would be “What is gay?”. 
See, she does not have enough awareness. But if I 
were to summon the courage to tell her, she may 
get sick or it may even lead to her death. My father 
on the other hand might even pull a gun on me 
and he could say, “I never want to see you ever 
again”.

I guess one cannot be sure of what will happen 
until one comes out!

Henok Befekir (translation)

I have thought about coming out to my older 
brother as I have observed that he has a very 
good capacity for understanding. I think he will 
understand me if I properly explain it to him. But I 
find it difficult because I fear that it will hurt him. 
I ask “Why should he be subjected to this burden? 
What change will my telling him create? How will 
my telling him help me?” I think about all these 
issues and choose not to bring it up. He may have 
some ideas that could help me but I don’t want 
him to feel sad knowing his younger brother is like 
this. So I choose not to say anything.

Samri Sam (translation)

If I were to say I am like this [that I am gay], I 
would first buy all the materials necessary to 
prepare for my burial including getting a casket. 
May God save me from this fate!



Befekir yehun (translation)

My family can be chaotic, disorderly and 
confusing. They have invested a lot of energy 
grooming me and have developed a lot of faith 
in my abilities. I love this family. What weighs 
heavily on my mind is their initial reaction to 
my coming out and not the lifelong liberation 
that I would gain by coming out. I place more 
importance on the relationship that we have built 
rather than on something [like my being gay] 
that they will not be able to understand. I have 
no capacity to deal with hate and a sense of being 
ostracized, even from someone that is not family. 
It would be even more devastating if that came 
from family. My life has been shaped by religion, 
family and society so my coming out will not 
have an impact on just me. I live in a society that 
has the capacity to feel shame just from the way 
they understand or interpret things. And I am one 
of those people who accept that I have to live in 
hiding.

My understanding:
I don’t put neither a high nor a low value on 
my attraction to men. When I go out, I am safe 
and respectful of the person I am with. I don’t 
do anything to attract attention. I tell my family 
what they want to hear when I want to go away 
to spend either a night or a few days away from 
home.

My family’s love is critical for my peace of mind. 
My family and my men flow on different plains - 
and that is how I let their love penetrate my life.

Son Lucy ‘S Essex (translation)

Eden Samuel, I think it is difficult. It depends 
on the family’s views, thoughts and the way 
that they are able to process. I want to thank my 
family before I begin my response. Let me tell 
you my experience. My family knows but I don’t 
know if they have discussed it behind my back. 
The topic is not raised in my household - in good 
or bad ways. The discussions have stopped. 
My family found out about me through my ex. 
I was young then and I did not have enough 
knowledge about how to keep myself safe. So, I 
introduced my ex to my family and they really 
liked and respected him; he was even more 
respected than me in my own family. I didn’t 
like the way things were going and I decided to 
break up with him and that is when he told my 
family. The idea was to make me change my mind 
about the break up. It was a really difficult time. 
My mom was the only one who was trying to 
get everyone to calm down. My sisters were the 
worst and one of them repeatedly threatened to 
kill me. Seeing my brothers’ was hard because I 
could see their hearts were breaking. My mom, 
however, tried to hide her pain from me when I 
was around and acted like nothing was wrong. 
Generally speaking, our house was a living hell. I 
was not allowed to leave the house so I escaped at 
night. I have paid a huge price. I don’t know what 
my mom said to the rest of the family but thanks 
to her efforts I am now back home. All of them 
have apologized to me. And I now live peacefully 
at home and everything is OK with my brothers, 
sisters and my mother. My dad has already 
passed away so I don’t know if things would 
have gone differently had he still been alive. It 
has been years since discussions about same-sex 
attraction/love have been forbidden at home.



Ordinary

ቤተሰብ ብዬ የምጠራቸው ለኔ የቅርብ የሆኑ ሰዎችን ብቻ ነው እነሱም: እናት፣ አባት፣ እህት እና 
ወንድም። ከሌሎች የቤተሰብ አባላት ጋር ብዙም ቅርበት ስለሌለኝ ዘመድ ነው ምላቸው።
ቅድሚያ ላስቀመጥኳቸው የቤተሰቤ አባላት ስለ ተመሳሳይ አፍቃሪነቴ ብነግራቸው የሚኖራቸው 
ምላሽ በዝርዝር ባስቀምጠው ...
እናቴ :- በህይወት ስለሌለች የሷን ልለፈው። 

አባቴ:- መጀመሪያ እንደነገርኩት የሚገባው አይመስለኝም። ቢገባውም የተመሳሳይ ፆታ ፍቅር ምን 
ማለት እንደሆነ ሳይገባኝ የቀባጠርኩ ነው ሚመስለው። ልክ የማወራው ነገር የእውነቴን እንደሆነ 
ሲረዳ ከክብሩ የሚበልጥበት ምንም ነገር ስለሌለ መጀመሪያ የኔን ህይወት ያጠፋል ቀጥሎም የራሱን 
ህይወት ያጠፋል። 

ወንድሜ:- አንድ ወንድም ነው ያለኝ። በመሃከላችን ሰፊ የእድሜ ልዩነት ስላለ ብዙም ተቀራርበን 
የግል ጉዳያችንን አናወርም ስለዚ የሱን ምላሽ እርግጠኛ ሆኜ መናገር ቢከብደኝም ባህሪው ከአባቴ 
ጋር በጣም ስለሚመሳሰል ምላሹም ከአባቴ የተለየ ይሆናል በዬ አላስብም። 

እህቶቼ:- ሁለት እህቶች ነው ያሉኝ። አንዳንዴ ሳስበው ሁለቱም ስለማንነቴ የሚጠረጥሩት 
ይመስለኛል። እርግጡን እኔ ብነግራቸው የሁለቱም ምላሽ ተመሳሳይ የሚሆን ይመስለኛል። 
ሁለቱም ለኔ ያላቸው ፍቅር አይቀንስም፣ አመለካከታቸውም አይቀየርም ነገር ግን ሁለቱም 
ለሃይማኖታቸው ጠንከር ያለ አቋም ስላላቸው “እንድፈወስ” የቻሉትን ሁሉ ያደርጋሉ። በተለይ 
ታላቋ እህታችን ላይ ጫናው ሚበረታባት ይመስለኛል። እናታችን በልጅነቴ ስላለፈች እሷ ነች 
ያሳደገችኝ ስለዚ እሷ ያጎደለችብኝ ስለሚመስላት እኔን ሳይሆን እራሷን በፆም እና በፀሎት የምትጎዳ 
ይመስለኛል። 

ዘመዶቼ ሁሉም ማለት በሚያስችል መልኩ ራሳቸውን እንደቅዱሳን ስለሚቆጥሩ ምንም ነገር 
ከማድረግ ወደኋላ ይላሉ ብዬ አላስብም።

Ordinary (translation)

The people I consider family are those who are 
close to me: Mother, father, sister and brother. I 
refer to everyone else as “relatives” because I am 
not close to them.

Let me write down what I think each of their 
responses would be if I came out to them as gay ...

My mom: She is not alive so let me skip her 
response.

My father: I don’t think he will be capable of 
understanding when I first tell him. Even if he 
understands, I think he will think I am just saying 
stuff without really understanding what same-sex 
love or attraction means. When he realizes that I 
am serious, he will kill me first and then he will 
kill himself because nothing is more important to 
him than his honor.

My brother: I only have one brother. There is a 
large age gap between us so we are not close and 
don’t really have heart to heart conversations. 
While I cannot be certain of what he will 
say,because his character is very similar to my 
father’s, I think he will have the same reaction as 
my father. 

My sisters: I have two sisters. Sometimes I think 
both of them suspect that I am gay. I think if I 
were to tell them, they would both react in a 
similar manner. I don’t think they will love me 
any less or change how they see me but they are 
both serious about their religion so they will do 
all that they can to “save” me. My older sister in 
particular will feel like she has failed me in some 
way because - since my mom died young - my 
sister was the one who raised me. So I think she 
will protect me from any pain but she will torture 
herself by overdoing her prayers and fasting.

Almost all of my relatives think of themselves as 
saints and so they will not back down from taking 
any action.

Jamzee King (translation)

Amharic text reads: “and they will go crazy”

Alfa Alfa (translation)

I think mine suspect even if I have not yet told 
them
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Coming out
Sometimes some 
Can only survive 
And if that is all 
One can muster
While they threaten  
While angry mobs thrive 
It is enough  
To exist and be 
Be loudly queer 
Behind doors 
Between hallways 
Within chat rooms 
On pieces of paper  
Letters to loved ones 
And bathroom walls 
While we wait 
pushing towards 
Freedom from the war 
That rages

- Meklit Morrison


