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It’s Not a Choice 
We don’t choose to be born,

We don't choose to be adopted!

BY THOMAS ZEMIKAELE SJ, BORN IN ETHIOPIA RAISED IN FRANCE. 

Like thousands of adopted people, one of the many questions I was asked was "Where are you 
from?" My answer invariably began in the same way: "I come from far. And even from very far." 
Because psychologically, geographically, and like many people, I come from far away.


For a long time and rather unconsciously, I considered that I had been lucky. The luck of having 
been chosen, despite everything, the luck of having been able to be saved. It was implicit loyalty. 
But just as unconsciously and at the same time, a part of me felt strongly that this loyalty was and 
actually is a bogus subject. Even a pernicious approach and reading.


Today I say it without hesitation and without trembling: as an adopted person we owe absolutely 
nothing. I mean: absolutely nothing. Yet my own journey would make me say, and gladly say, that 
I'm supposed to owe something, survival. Except that I am not responsible for what happened. To 
have been adopted is not, in my view, and fundamentally cannot be to have been saved. Whereas 
that is exactly what others hear when I tell them where I am from; they heard that I had been 
saved (through adoption). But if they had listened to me well, they would have mostly heard 
something else, which I had clearly said: I survived. The nuance is important.


Because yes, it would be more accurate to say that I survived. I survived because even having 
suffered morally and physically, touching freezing loneliness, having felt fear, discomfort, having 
been immersed in a darkness where death was not far away, I have held. I held on because my 
biological father had been there, just a little while before I experienced the ugliness of the world. 
He had made sure that I survived. From him, yes, I could tell he saved me. Yes. And if there is 
another being to whom I owe something, a feeling, a warmth, it is to my mother, the one who had 
to endure the unthinkable for a mother: to accept and continue to live without her first child. She 
didn't choose either.


No Choice by Michael Lang, Saatchi Art
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Systematically, every time I think of those lost decades, marred by chance and circumstances, 
marred by the incompetence of certain incompetents, my throat is tied and I must try to hold back 
both my tears and my cries. If I allowed myself to falter for a second, just a second, I would be 
taken for a fool. I owe my father the risks he took and made others take over more than 1000 
kilometres so that I wouldn't succumb. No, neither my parents, nor my land, nor I, really chose all 
that followed.


Of course, I can be respectful of what I got afterwards, the care, the education, the roof which 
was not always protective and soothing, I can be respectful for the full plate. I have been and am 
respectful but not beholden. I don't owe anything. Because I didn't ask for anything, I accepted. 
Accepted to live. But what had been promised to me, what had been promised through the 
adoption deal, I didn't really get it, far from it. I suffered other losses, my smile became rarer, my 
laughter disappeared, far too soon, my pains did not all go away. My inner flame continued to 
flicker under the winds of existence and adult neuroses. Security, peace, don't even talk about 
happiness, I haven't really had them. I made do with it. Or rather without.


But it is okay" ! How many times have we evaded the questions behind this "it's okay" when 
nothing was right. In short, many things are now clear in my mind, I no longer negotiate either 
implicitly or openly. Just like some of my memories buried so far, my anger is released. A cold 
anger, an anger that no longer imprisons, an anger that no longer blinds. Anger that I think is 
legitimate. I did not understand. I did not understand. I had not digested.


Many testimonies are far from anecdotal, and yet we continue to present adoption as an 
opportunity, a gift. But come to think of it, WE ARE the gift. We have not received any gifts and 
still do not receive any. Except to consider that the burden of survival is a real gift. We have lost 
and sometimes continue to lose over time. Clearly, we are offered for haphazard destinies, and 
nothing is offered to us. Sometimes not even selfless, unselfish love, true love, and not even 
listening to it. We fill in the gaps, the deficiencies, but our own gaps and our doubts are 
sometimes multiplied, confirmed, nourished. We are supposed to say "thank you" when it is 
"forgiveness" that we should be told, without manipulation. We are sometimes considered 
illegitimate when it is the conditions of the adoption, its modalities, which are sometimes clearly 
illegal, illegitimate. And it even happens that it is our "new family" which is in reality completely 
illegitimate. Illegitimate as to the right it is persuaded to have over our mind and over our body, 
and sometimes over both at the same time. Legitimacy is on our side. We are no longer children, 
and we also have, in a way, I believe, a responsibility towards the little ones, the young people, 
the adolescents who we believe are just in adolescence crisis; a responsibility also for these 
adults whose words continue to be denied, caricatured, discredited, underestimated. We don't 
choose to be born. Never forget, whoever you are, that we don't choose to be adopted either.


I lived my arrival and my "adoption" with the deep feeling of emerging from a long nightmare, from 
a world without sounds, without flavours, made simply of fear and pain. Like a real moment of 
reverse rebirth. It wasn't an "adoption" to me, it wasn't my "new" family, it was my family. Without 
necessarily being happy, I was both fascinated and above all appeased. As if at last I was laying 
down my arms after an eternity made up of moments of hyper vigilance. I was at peace when I 
found myself in front of my "adoptive" father. Yes, although exhausted by the journey and the 
intensity of the moments, I was grabbed by this new environment, this new world, on this arrival 
evening. It might look beautiful presented that way. And yet ... it's so much more complex and so 
different in depth. Because do not forget either, a baby, when it is born, it cries and cries. It is 
rather a good sign and reassuring for his courageous mother and for those who bring him and 
surround him. But cries and tears, it is not a coincidence, for the blow. I didn't scream, I didn't cry 
that night. I was just watching, lifting and lifting my head, silent. That was almost 32 years ago.


During these 3 decades, I had not grasped certain things, I did not realise some of the facets of 
subjects which nevertheless concerned me too. Like that of adoption. I had not been an adopted 
child, I was not an adopted person. It was something else. Circumstances had just allowed me to 
live longer than chance had tried to impose. The same lottery that finally allowed me to get out of 
this darkness.


For all these reasons, and for a long time, I was not very critical of adoption. But it was "simply" 
because I cared about life that I had accepted the lesser evil. Because I was already exhausted, 
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tried, in my whole being. So I think I just wanted to take a breather. But even if it was rather 
bearable at the beginning, the adoption did not fail, directly or indirectly, to bring me its share of 
difficulties, other trauma, other suffering.


For more than 30 years, I lived, or believed to live, in the sandstone of flashes, without knowing 
where I came from exactly, without having information on my precise origins, on my past. Only a 
few moments were preserved, engraved. Printed in a brain in security mode always in permanent 
alert. Of course I knew I was from Ethiopia but Ethiopia is twice the size of France and with a 
diversity that we cannot imagine. We Ethiopian adoptees are all born in Addis Ababa according to 
the official version. It's written in black and white on the birth certificate. In our case, it is mostly 
written white on black. Why make things complicated when you can make it simple and model a 
reality, when you can falsify and come to terms with the "facts"?


Surviving certain physical ailments and psychological shocks is sometimes possible. Sometimes. 
But clearly, the few major difficulties remained of not knowing, of feeling multiple, of sometimes 
having the strange feeling of being another, deep down, deep down, and therefore not really 
feeling yourself. As if there was another "I" preserved somewhere, as if sometimes one was just a 
spectator of this other uprooted self and forced to live a life in a different environment, an 
environment in which it had been necessary to adapt, sometimes also denied. A constant 
tightness, more or less tenacious. Whoever slows you down, disorients you, weakens you, 
weakens you, forces you, therefore in spite of yourself, to dig into yourself, to see if there is 
anything left. Yes, the hardest part has been not knowing, and experiencing parts of yourself that 
are dying out. It is with muscle like parts of your soul. Partly extinguished, literally.


However, I had accepted the principle of my adoption, evidenced by the fact that I was not living 
it as an adoption. And then objectively, there was no other solution in my case, in the context, in 
that time. All that, I integrated it and even endorsed it. But I never understood why it had to go 
hand in hand with the injunction to be happy, or even without mourning your past. I was not 
happy and I had not mourned anything. I was not warned that there would be so much 
bereavement to do. Even after. Especially after.


Alas, happiness cannot be decreed. It would be known if that was the case and the world would 
not be so barred, fragmented, unstable. I did not and still do not accept that it is claimed, 
however subtly, that I am supposed to be happy, content, under the pretext that I have escaped 
death, famine, war, to a non-future. I don't hear it and I hear it more differently: the saddest and 
most painful thing is, despite everything, I could not escape adoption because in adoption, 
everything is part of it: death, famine, thirst, war, non-future, a future lost because it’s not lived. 
Losses. Inestimable losses. Even if one has the immense joy, the deliverance of finding one's 
loved ones or of having been found. Moments, years, part of a life is lost.


No, definitely, we don't choose to be adopted and basically I think we are suffering at least a 
double violence. The first birth is acceptable and even beautiful, magical, except possibly for the 
being who is born. It is life, the mystery and the sublime of life. The second violence, adoption, is 
much less beautiful because it is the world. The world we make, the world we endure, the world 
and life’s injustices. We have suffered them, we suffer these injustices for a long time sometimes, 
in various forms. But to endure certainly does not mean to accept, nor to tolerate.
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