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Kenyan Coming Out Stories:  "Creating Communities of Listeners"
A Research Project
 by Rev. Stephen R. Parelli and Jose Enrique Ortiz
"By presenting a gay self, an individual alters social reality by creating a community of listeners and thereby establishing the beginnings of a new gay-aware culture."

Research Question
From our sample of Kenyan coming out stories, to what degree is there the "creating [of] a community of listeners” (CCL) in Kenya in five different areas of society:  civil government, church and seminary, boarding school, family, and friends?
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The Importance of the Research Question 
According to A. C. Liang, by creating a community of listeners (CCL) around the topic of one's gay self, the LGBT individual establishes the beginnings of a new gay-aware culture which alters social reality (ASR).   See Figure 1.
Method, Participants, Setting and Related Activities
For four weeks in the summer of 2007 in Nairobi, Kenya, my partner Jose Ortiz and I, by invitation of a local HIV-AIDS education/prevention organization, conducted discussion groups with LGBT Kenyans. In our second story two-bedroom, suburban, gated community apartment, we recorded more than 30 coming out stories.  Our apartment had become a virtual gay community center with people coming and going, at times, 14 hours a day.  People signed up in advance for participation in discussion groups.  In addition, mini-teaching sessions were conducted on the Bible and homosexuality, strategic organizational meetings were held, one for starting a Nairobi P-FLAG.  Amazingly, one historic session with 18 LGBT people sharing their story with a leading religious leader from an influential and prominent main line denominational church in the city of Nairobi was miraculously orchestrated. 

The private manicured grounds of the apartment complex included an outdoor pool with sauna and a grill and patio lounge area which was used to host a party for roughly 60 new-found friends at the end of our stay.  
The 30 LGBT participants who agreed to be recorded were between the ages of 19 and 31.  Most were college grads or attending college.  All were gay except for three straight friends.  All, for the most part, either at the time of the recording or formerly, could be characterized as religious or as deeply committed to their place of worship.  Most had attended boarding school for primary and high school education.
After returning to our home in the Bronx, we transcribed the recordings into a manuscript of 74 pages.  Our findings, as related to the research question, are presented here.

Data Collected

From the quotes that follow, we've tagged each excerpt as "creating a community of listeners" (potentially or in actuality) within one of five social areas:  civil law, church and seminary, boarding school, friends, and family.  
Some accounts are categorized as potentially creating a community of listeners (the gay self yet unpresented publically), while other accounts (the gay self actually presented publically) have, in reality, already created a community of listeners to some degree.
In some cases, individuals were forced to come out because they were found out.  Others chose to come out.  But whether by design or by default, the telling of one's story, feelings and thoughts establishes "the beginnings of a new gay-aware culture" which does, with time, "alter social reality."  
Civil Law:  Presenting the gay self to a homophobic Parliament and police force.  
Three gay selves unpresented.  CCL (Creating a Community of Listeners) is potential.
The following three quotes are each from a different coming out story in which the civil government, in some form, is mentioned.  We've tagged the Parliament and the police force as potentially the "community of listeners" being created here.  The third individual does, in fact, aspire to be an MP (Member of Parliament). For all three excerpts, the gay self is left unpresented.  The targeted "community of listeners" remains potential.  

Excerpt 1, Unpresented:  "I don’t fear AIDS.  I fear if I date a guy I will be prosecuted.  Four months ago a guy was in trouble with the law for sodomy.  Sodomy is carnal knowledge of another man if that can be proved.  If you are caught having sex you are liable for prison for not less than seven years."
Excerpt 2,  Unpresented:   "I am Muslim.  I love my religion.  I went to the wrong place – picked up by police – a mob justice – if the police did not come, I think I would have died. The police raped my apartment in Westlands, accusing me of being gay.  In Kenya, to be a gay is a very big crime.  It is like committing a murder.  If you judged me I’m gay – have I slept with you?  How do you know?  My behavior?  Sleep with me and then you’ll know if I’m gay."
Excerpt 3, Unpresented:   "In 2000 my family found out. It was difficult.  I got beaten properly by my uncle, a pastor.  My mother was a Quaker.  I got born again after the beating.  I went to the UK and joined Exodus International [an “ex-gay” evangelical support group].  You try to change and can’t so I say let me go back to accepting it.  My two supporting brothers were advocates, say to parents I was never gay just messing around.  I don’t want to come out right now because I am applying to be an MP [Member of Parliament]."
Church and Seminary:  Presenting the gay self to a homophobic religious community.

Four gay selves unpresented; three gay selves presented.  CCL (Creating a Community of Listeners) is both potential and real.

In the following coming-out-story excerpts, four unpresented gay selves and three presented gay selves "create communities of listeners" (CCL) within the religious sector of society.  The former four do so potentially, the latter three in actuality.
Excerpt 1, Unpresented: "The bible condemns it, particularly about Sodom and Gomorrah.  When it comes up in a sermon, I shut down."
Excerpt 2, Unpresented: "The church is happy when you are out of the church.  They say what the h--- are you doing in church?  One of the reasons I stopped going to church five years ago, we were talking about the whole issue – he [the minister] almost went ballistic:  'You cannot be in church and be gay, the bible condemns it.'  The pastor re-enforced it, 'you can not be in church and be gay.'  That is why you cannot find gays in church.  The church is very hostile to them.  Most of us have grown up in the church – stigmatized." 

Excerpt 3, Unpresented:  "I want to learn a lot.  You can’t be Christian if you are gay – let me decide for myself.  They say you can’t be Christian if you are gay.  I’m protestant – Baptist." [Editor's note:  "I can decide for myself" is a Baptist distinctive].

Excerpt 4, Unpresented:  "I haven’t gone to church since the beginning of this year.  God doesn’t want me so there is no point in going and pretending.  I’ve never heard any interpretation of the Bible that brings out homosexuality as right."

Excerpt 5, Presented:  "I came out of the closet when I worked with youth. The information leaked out…I was working with a mission.  I went to [another African country]…did my philosophy in human development.  [In this unnamed African country]  I’m telling you I’m gay…director called me and we had a very good talk.  Three years after that I was due for my vows – perpetual vows – but they refused me.  I was reaching six years in temporary vows.  [Was never granted perpetual vows.]  
Excerpt 6, Presented:  "It was incredible because he [the priest] was normal about it; it was like he knew about all these gay things.  I went by his office to talk to him; pastor what do you think about gay men and gay relationships; yes I am; I think I need to talk to someone about something.  He said as long as you believe in something in your heart, do what makes you happy; and I said, thank you.  It was last year; I had already come out to someone in the Christian world; inside of me I needed to feel Christian, have a Christian feeling." 

Excerpt 7, Presented:  "After high school I joined religious life. I went to seminary.  There was psychology and theology so this made me look at myself and I came to admit [to myself] who I am; that’s the way it started.  How to balance my faith and I am gay.  Now the question is about others – everyone telling me it is evil – how can I make people accept who I am.  To come out – I want to say it is not all bad, it is not all evil.  I had to hide myself; I want to come out – I need to get out of seminary for a while – to get time out and think about myself."
Boarding School:  Presenting the gay self to generally a homophobic Boarding School community.  Two gay selves unpresented; one gay self presented.  CCL (Creating a Community of Listeners) is both potential and real.

Boarding schools are common enough in Kenya.  Coming to terms with one's same-sex attractions in a board school can prove very threatening in Kenya.  In these excerpts, two unpresented gay selves and one presented gay self relate being gay in a Kenyan boarding school.
Excerpt 1, Unpresented:  "It was a Christian boarding school, just boys. Every Sunday, a subject to attack the gay people – God did this to Sodom and Gomorrah. Pentecostals went to the dinning hall [for week-day chapel] – they [the speakers] were told what to say;, often talk about homosexuality; it was a habit. I stopped church all together.  I hope you guys can get us back to church."

Excerpt 2, Unpresented:  "The counselor came to our school and was talking about homosexuality. That counselor wasn’t bad because he looked at another perspective of being gay.  His argument was you can be attracted and it isn’t abnormal.  It isn’t abnormal but isn’t biblical."
Excerpt 3 (third person), Presented:  "Like a similar case in high school – was a school in Westland – they prayed for him, to wipe out the curse.  He told them it is not a curse, it is within; you are born with it."
Family:  Presenting the gay self to Family Members, some homophobic, some accepting.  Five gay selves unpresented; eight gay selves presented.  CCL (Creating a Community of Listeners) is, for the most part, potential and not yet a reality, as per these samples.  For some, families do know, and of these, most are rejecting, some are accepting.
As surprising as it may seem, we do find in Kenya family members that rise above the religious homophobic culture in which they live to genuinely support, love and understand their LGBT child or sibling. For these families, it would appear that belonging and unconditional acceptance are at the core of what it means to be family. 
Excerpt 1, Unpresented:  "My boyfriend is Arab. He is very old (54). His father (said) I want to speak to you … this is not our family … we will never accept this. If you don’t leave, something bad will happen to you.  I will give you some money, just go away.  He saw the bribe would not work … because I loved him. The Arabs can be violent…can even kill you.  I moved out of town but we still see each other."
Excerpt 2, Unpresented:  "Gay people don’t involve their families.  Friends say [to me] 'I’m gay, but no one in my family knows.' …  His mother approached him to marry.  He was living with a self stigma.  His mother says she wants a son or daughter [i.e. grandchildren]."
Excerpt 3, Unpresented:   "When I went out, I could not say these things to anyone. … Too close to my mom; am the only son.  They love me so much.  So, so hard.  I know the gay thing is in me but I am afraid to say it to people."
Excerpt 4, Unpresented:  "Africa setting – gays are not acceptable. My parents don’t know I am gay; my brother knows."  Question:  Is there someone you want to tell?  Answer: "No straight person, no.  I’ve seen some one get picked on who was gay.  All I know, it wouldn’t be a good experience.  So many not able to come out and express themselves.  They fear; they keep quiet.  If they say they are gay what will they [others] say – they are not acceptable.  The thing that holds us back – fear of parents."
Excerpt 5, Unpresented:  "I grew up in a very Christian family.  I am so afraid of opening up as gay.  My mother will flip.  My brother said if I ever found out you are gay I will beat you. I said OK.  Our family is totally against it.  A distant cousin, he opened up and was dismissed from the family.
Excerpt 6, Presented:  "Gay homophobia is very much here.  My sister and my brothers would think I am evil and would not talk to me.  They would think what I am doing is evil.  My name came up – homosexual life – in boarding school.  My father was told about it. Now he looks me in the eyes and makes me uncomfortable.  You can feel the tension.  I had to really break away from them.
Excerpt 7, Presented:  "My dad picked me up from boarding school [he heard about] my being sexual with men.  He was shocked.  He took me to a counselor, a friend of his, I opened up.  He told me you are gay and it is not good, it is bad, you have to pray and so many things I can’t remember.  After a couple months or so still the same thing.  Hard for dad to accept but eventually he came around and accepted.  Really difficult for my family to understand.  My family is Catholic and they always go to church."
Excerpt 8, Presented:  I was still feeling the hurt.  I knew I was gay.  I decided to share this with my sister who is very close to me.  She was shocked and surprised.  She is straight and married to a doctor.  She stares at me to see if I notice good-looking guys. I pretend I don’t notice.  She’s asked me so many questions.  She’s ok as long as I stay the way I am [single].  She says this is Kenya, you are choosing a very difficult life.
Excerpt 9, Presented:  My mother believed it was the devil in me.  People tell me…the Bible says it is wrong…you will go to hell.  Gay sex is a way of worshipping the devil.  My brother started saying he can’t believe after I was circumcised how he took care of a homosexual – pulled my stitches: how can we be brothers ever again as long as I am gay.  Dad [says]  you should all be put together and thrown into the bottom of the well – hell, not heaven.
Excerpt 10, Presented:  "When I was 14, oh my God! I’m gay.  I went to my mom to get rid of it – how?  I’m fasting for two weeks.  I told her it is gone and she left me alone.  A year later I told her I am gay but I don’t want help – I came out to her.  But she acts like nothing happened and that I’m getting married.  I leave it alone.  We get along but there was a point where …where I hated Christ.  I am naturally built to be religious. I decided to just start with love:  God loves me."  Question:  how old is your brother?  Answer:  "He is 24 and I am 19."
Excerpt 11, Presented:  "So I came out of the house and my dad was questioning me and said is it true.  The good thing I love about my parents – they accepted me as long as it is you that wants it."  Question:  What did you think your parents would do?  Answer:  "I thought they would kill me.  My parents are both high school teachers – maybe they see in school lesbians and gay.  Mom is a Sunday School teacher in the Anglican church.  I was very surprised that my parents could accept me."
Excerpt 12, Presented:  "I was Baptist.  I’m taking steps of coming out to my family.  I’m out to two of my sisters.  Basically, being gay to my friends is not a big deal.  Are you attracted to me, my friends say.  I’m planning to come out to my parents.  Problem is my mom is very sick.  Mom, I’m not getting married because I have a boyfriend.  I hope to come out to her.
Excerpt 13, Presented:  "There were some times when I tried to confide in people. I had a pen pal [who was] a Christian counselor.  I wrote him a letter that I was gay and not sure.  My mom opened it and read it.  So I got a real long scolding for that.  I always wanted to be straight.  God, please make me normal.  I got in the university . . . this is the way it is going to be, fine; after a while I sort of just got use to being gay.  I can’t really come out.
Friends:  Presenting the gay self and straight-ally self  to Friends, both homophobic and accepting.  Three straight-allies self presented.  CCL (Creating a Community of Listeners) is real.
Here we have excerpts from three straight allies telling their stories in coming out in support of their LGBT friends.  All are straight-ally self presented.  They publically declare themselves in support of the LGBT community.   CCL (Creating a Community of Listeners) is actually taking place.
Excerpt 1, Presented:  "I’m [straight and] here in support of Noah [name changed].  In my church (African Gospel Church – AGC) a number of people discover they are gay or lesbian and stop coming to church.  You can hear the gossip.  It is not a very good place to be because the Christians are like this.  It is important to look at your own situation and not accept what others say.
Excerpt 2, Presented:  "I am [straight and] here to support Noah [2nd friend]. I am Catholic.  Noah is my friend, an individual, all I see is he is my friend; yes, gay, but I see that he is my friend.  That is the only way I can explain it.
Excerpt 3, Presented:  "I have some [gay] friends make me swear to never tell their stories; I respect that.  About the Christian point of view – I attend United Methodist – when I tell them I have gay friends they totally flip.  Love unconditionally; I try to tell my friends to love them.  In a way, I would like to stand for my friends who are gay with my friends who are not gay.
Data Correlated, Charted and Interpreted  (See Figure 2)



From the thirty samplings of coming out stories, the gay-self was presented least to civil government and boarding schools, and just slightly more frequently to the religious community.  Relatively speaking, the family was the epicenter of hearing coming out stories.  Of the 13 participants who spoke of their families, 5 remained closeted while a sizable majority of 8 were out to their families.  Of these 8 who were out to their families, 5 were out by default (they were found out), and only 3 came out by choice.  

All three straight allies were actively creating, or had created, communities of listeners in support of their gay friends.  Straight allies, as documented here, are invaluable.

The findings would seem to indicate that Creating Communities of Listeners in Kenya is not a task that can easily be undertaken without taking certain personal risks.  Communities of listeners in Kenya appear to happen more by default than by design.  Inroads into the boarding schools, civil government and religious communities are all apparently difficult to make.  Families, which are perhaps no less difficult to come out to, are apparently the sphere in which inferences from observations are more likely to be made, and therefore, outings occur.  In a few surprising cases, siblings and parents can be supportive, some fully and without reservations, some cautiously.

Seven observations from these stories, and additional stories, as told to us in Kenya, 2007:
· Young Kenyans (in their 20s) are creating listening communities in areas of society where they live, often by default (they are found out), but some by design. 

· They are, at the very least, out to themselves and to one another and seek gay communities where they are safe to express themselves.   

· They choose to not accept the lifestyle of the gay generation before them, that is, to marry as though they were straight.  

· They look for “undercover” ways to advance their message of equality such as through HIV-AIDS programs.  
· They are willing to take calculated risks in creating listening communities by strategizing, targeting and organizing, such as P-FLAG, active listening discussions with religious leaders, and openly meeting in groups for the common good.
· They want educational materials for themselves and for the general public on related LGBT topics that they can reproduce and distribute.
· They welcome and recognize straight allies as key players in creating communities of listeners.
� EMBED PowerPoint.Slide.8  ���





� EMBED PowerPoint.Slide.8  ���





Created by Steve Parelli





Figure 1   A diagram of A.C. Liang's statement that "By presenting a gay self, an individual alters social reality by creating a community of listeners and thereby establishing the beginnings of a new gay-aware culture."








Figure 2   A chart Comparing Closeted vs. Outed LGBT participants per area of Creating Communities of Listeners (Civil Government, Religious, School, Family, and Friends)
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� This research project was originally written by Steve Parelli as a PowerPoint presentation for his Queen College (City University of New York) 2009 Spring course Language and Cross-Cultural Communications (MA in Applied Linguistics).  Jose Ortiz was completely in charge of making and logging the recordings on site.  His work was invaluable.  Findings were co-considered by both Steve and Jose.  The course professor encouraged Steve to put his findings into a paper for possible publication.  


� A. C. Liang, The Creation of Coherence in Coming-Out Stories
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