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My name is Samrawit Bekele Genet and my paper is titled, “The Setaweet Way: An Articulation 
of Ethiopian Feminism”.  African feminist scholar, Shereen Essof says that, “For those claiming to 
be feminist, there is an intrinsic link between personal experience and the coming to a feminist 
consciousness” (Essof, 124).  I cannot begin to articulate Ethiopian feminism without also noting 
that my coming into feminist consciousness is informed by my localized experiences as a young 
girl in Ethiopia as well as my growing up in and being educated here the States. My feminism 
began to calcify through the work of Chicana/LatinX feminists such as Gloria Anzaldua and Cherrie 
Moraga and Black radical feminists such as Alice Walker, Bell Hooks, and Audre Lorde; all women 
who validated my existence and made it ok for me to start to see myself, especially in my 
academic work.  In graduate school, informed through indigenous feminist methodologies and 
praxis that validated indigenous epistemologies and embodied knowledge, what I once believed 
to be feelings of “survivors guilt” as my motivation to go back, developed through my learning 
and education, into one of duty, through recognizing my privilege and platform.  It was here, that 
I shifted from the colonial desire to “go back” and “liberate” Ethiopian women, to exploring the 
ways in which Ethiopian women were already liberating themselves. To do this work for this 
paper, I utilize African feminists such as Amina Mama, Chimamanda Nogozi Adichi and Pumla 
Dineo Gqola in conversation with Ethiopian feminists such as Sehina Teferra to articulate and 
document the voices of contemporary Ethiopian women.  
 
In the Summer of 2017, I returned to Ethiopia to conduct my feminist ethnography and joined 
the women’s organization Setaweet.  I center this organization as the focus for my articulation. I 
utilize a mixed-methods approach of Semi-formal interviews that I conducted in both Amharic 
(the official language of Ethiopia) and English.  Also, this paper is informed through my own 
reflections from experiences through participatory action research.  All of which help formulate 
this snapshot. 
 
Setaweet, can be loosely translated to mean “of woman” in Amharic.  This is the closest 
translation of the word feminism that the organization has both coined as well as taken on as its 
name.  One afternoon, in the local Setaweet office, a few women and myself spoke about feminist 
ideals as not just our work or our passion, but our lifestyle.  This lifestyle we would term, “The 
Setaweet Way”.  I have chosen to incorporate that title for my thesis and this paper, as I focus on 
documenting the lived-realities of Ethiopian women. 
 



Dr. Chandra Talpade Mohanty writes that “[f]eminist struggles are waged on at least two 
simultaneous, interconnected levels: an ideological, discursive level that addresses questions of 
representation (womanhood/femininity), and a material, experiential, daily-life level that focuses 
on the micro politics of work, home, family, sexuality, and so on” (Mohanty, 64).   
Women’s organizations such as Setaweet aim to dispel these negative distortions and provide 
the necessary feminist intervention for women in Ethiopia in a wide variety of events, discussions, 
and publications that address these interconnected levels.  Setaweet’s objective is to positively 
affect women’s issues in Ethiopia by targeting strategic means of intervention on three platforms: 
language, curriculum, and media.   
Setaweet believes that an ideological change will then fuel the material changes needed.  These 
initiatives are tackled through different events, conferences, media presence, online campaigns 
and more.  I provide the mission of the organization using their own words found on the official 
website, www.setaweet.com. 

 
Setaweet is one of the first feminist movement and business in contemporary Ethiopia. Setaweet 
meaning ‘of woman’ in Amharic indicates the purpose of our movement which is the articulation 
of Ethiopian feminism - the struggle for equality between Ethiopian women and men. Setaweet, 
which was founded in 2014, is a home-grown Ethiopian movement that aims to articulate what 
feminism means for Ethiopian women. We are particularly engaged with investigating Ethiopian 
languages and cultures as avenues of equality, and we believe in constructive dialogue and a 
collaborative work culture. All women are welcome at Setaweet, and Sisterhood is our hallmark. 
 
As a business, Setaweet PLC provides a range of services for private companies, NGOs and 
schools. Setaweet PLC is also the custodian of the Setaweet movement which was created to 
actively pursue gender equality through consciousness-raising efforts. The Setaweet Circle is a 
woman-only meeting group that meets monthly, and our Open Sessions which are open to all 
members of society engage on Ethiopian contemporary issues of culture, media and language 
(www.setaweet.com). 
 
Through the words of my participants and my description and analysis of events, I provide the 
following thematic impacts that Seatweet is having in Ethiopia for Ethiopian women.  Here, I use 
the Setaweet way in place of the phrase “Ethiopian Feminism”. 

 
1. The Setaweet Way advocates for critical thinking and emancipatory knowledge 
 
I begin by a quote by one participant about what drew her into the Setaweet organization: 
“I came constantly to the open sessions and to every circle they had.  I never missed an event 
because it was a new circle for me.  It was not something I found in my home or family, not 
something I found at school or through my friends.  These circles incorporated conversations and 
fueled my intellectual capacity, something that I had never gotten before.  For me, this was a 
serious change [And I liked it]! “  
 
For women who reside in the capital city of Addis Ababa, realities of education and upward 
mobility are greater than they are for those women relegated to the rural areas.  However, young 



women, even in the city, fight to be taken seriously or have their opinions be appreciated and 
taken into consideration.   
 
It is still common to find both men and women, young and old, who relegate a woman’s place as 
being in the domestic household.  Discussions of politics, current events that are not rooted in 
the “gossip” sector, or any exchange of ideas are not commonly encouraged from Ethiopian 
women.  For those women who have tried to speak to deaf ears, the Setaweet events present a 
completely different energy.  (one participant says, quote) 
Growing up attending a German school [in Addis Abeba] and with my early life in a German 
environment, I never knew or learned much Ethiopian history.   Learning about the huge impact 
Ethiopian women had in our history was a wake-up moment because… I just never knew… and 
[this new knowing] was very empowering. 
 
2. The Setaweet way challenges oppressive images, ideologies and behavior wherever they 
may be 
 

(One participant says, quote) 
I think about the idea of occupying the public space, weather in a Bar or on the street…. Any 
other public space, gym… wherever you go… it’s mostly men.  It is as if Women don’t like have 
the time, or freedom… not necessarily legal freedom… but they probably have so much to do 
to be in leisurely places.  It is as if women in Ethiopia do not have Social liberty.  Everyone it 
is mostly all men, and the women who are there are all diaspora women.  Ethiopian women 
are discouraged from occupying public spaces and are just encouraged to stay home. 

 
 

Addressing these ideologies, A Setaweet Circle event, titled, “Critical Analysis on Women’s 
Representation on Advertisements” was presented by Setaweet member, Firaol Belay and was 
based on her MA thesis at Addis Ababa University Graduate School.  During this presentation, 
important dialogue about why there seems to be a hegemonic women’s identity representation 
in media linking her with the family and home and never her “own” places ensued.  Many of the 
women in attendance were forthcoming with questions even asking, why there was a problem 
of aligning a woman’s identity to her family, children, or husband and how that could be 
potentially harmful for her and young women who may not necessarily choose that life path.  The 
presenter responded to this question by stating that, “hegemonic women’s identity is linked with 
family and home, this reinforces the patriarchy using our tradition(s) as the guardians of these 
norms.”  She was adamant in noting that it is not the women who chose to be wives and mothers 
that are the issue but rather that the domestic sphere is the only overt options that is presented 
to Ethiopian women. Setaweet aims towards these ideological changes through challenging these 
hegemonic representations in media, the familial home, in public spaces, and even in private, 
with friends.  This event directly addressed this imitative, centered the voice and academic 
research of a Setaweet member and scholar and provided the space for her to lead the 
discussion.  The presenter relayed that, “media does not simply reflect or mirror reality, media 
creates and represents a “new” reality.” And, if Ethiopian woman want to bring the change we 
want to see in our country then we must challenge the images that are harmful to us. 



 
 
 
3. The Setaweet way is reflexive and intersectional in our hopes for the future of women in 
Ethiopia 
 
I got a chance to ask my volunteers the hard question of how a shift in Ethiopian culture that aims 
to uplift women can be achieved. While the answers were different, there were many similarities.  
This next section articulates what my young participants are seeking for the future from 
organizations such as Setaweet.  One participant says, “Consciousness change will happen when 
we realize our long-term dreams we have put together.”  Some of these long-term goals are 
articulated by one participant when she says: 
 

For me, making it inclusive is a huge matter for me.  I would like to see Setaweet 
chapters in other areas in Ethiopia outside of Addis Ababa. I believe we can actually 
achieve the goal!  I mean we could do different workshops. But for sustainability to 
bring awareness and advocacy, we need that in every region. We need to work on 
curriculum and modules in different languages. We are 9 or 7 regions in Ethiopia… 
and I want to see a Setaweet chapter in each.  Multiple if we can! 

 
And another says, The strongest part [of Setaweet] is bringing women all together but 
it’s also a contradiction because the weakest point is that it’s not ALL women because our 
circles attract a lot of privileged women.  I would like to see not just privileged women.  
I would love it if we went more for illiterate or uneducated women in the city… and telling 
them about feminism and we actually learn about how they think…we can rely that 
feminism shouldn’t be an abstract thing.  We should be able to tell and break it down to 
every woman regardless of education level in terms of what she can understand and 
identify with…and that’s a big challenge for everyone. 
 

A challenge that my participants all accepted in their continued involvement with Setaweet. 
 
 
And finally, The Seatweet way claims the word feminist, because we understand the usefulness 
in joining a global movement, and hope through these documentations we find room for 
transnational solidarity and a collaborative work culture across the globe that is political in its 
intention of working towards transforming the lives of Women everywhere.  This articulation 
contributes to decolonizing knowledge through dispelling critic of feminism as being inherently 
un-African or Un-Ethiopian.  Most importantly, this articulation validates Ethiopian woman as not 
only knowledge consumers but as knowledge producers through asserting ourselves as more 
than capable theorizers. 
 


